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While the Church of England in the mother country had developed the organizational 
structure that permitted it to respond successfully to its critics, the Anglican Church 
in Virginia and Maryland struggled with structural failures and problems pertinent to 
the American geography and ethnic composition. The absence of a resident bishop, 
the diverse ethnic origins of the colonials, as well as the existence of large numbers 
of slaves and Indians, together with the great extent of the parishes, rendered the task 
of colonial ministers extremely difficult. Despite the diligence of some clergymen, 
the Anglican Church in the Chesapeake failed to bring large numbers of converts into 
its fold and to gain, therefore, a firm footing on the American soil. As a result, it took 
the form of an institution which was more appealing to the elite than to those of a 
low social background. Among the former, there were numerous examples of piety 
and devotion which exhibit a true attachment to the ideals of Anglican civil theology. 
The great power that local elites acquired within the colonial church establishment of 
Virginia and Maryland prevented Anglican clergymen from developing an 
independent stance which would have allowed them to influence public opinion in 
the colonies in a staunchly conservative way. As a result, Anglican clergymen failed 
to stem the revolutionary tide that swept the region in mid-eighteenth century. There 
are elements, however, of Anglican political thought in the arguments voiced by the 
statesmen of the new nation in Virginia and in Maryland. Such ideas as the 
perception of society as an organic whole, the propriety of elite rule, the authority of 
governmental institutions to promote public virtue, the right to depose a monarch - 
when he acted in an unconstitutional way - and the importance of moderate and 
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One of the most frequent criticisms that the Church of England has received from 
historians of the twentieth century is that it was slavishly attached to the interests of a 
semi-pagan aristocracy. This criticism is particularly evident in the work of R.H. 
Tawney,
1
 but it was also used by historians in the nineteenth century, as well as 
modern studies.
2
 These views are based on some evils within the Church which 
historians thought could be used as an accurate representation of the Church of 
England in the eighteenth century. At the level of high church politics, the Church 
has been accused of following the directions of the government to the point of giving 
up the church’s true interests in order to comply with governmental policies. 
Moreover, the means of advancement within the church hierarchy, through political 
influence, turned the church into an institution, which, especially at elections, 
pursued party or faction politics in an opportunistic, non-ideological way. At the 
local level, the church was criticised for overly succumbing to the interests of the 
local propertied elite. This was supported by the fact that, after 1750, members of the 
aristocracy were increasing seeking employment in the clerical profession for their 
sons and clients and that the church was a great landowning institution with the 
effect of acquiring aristocratic ways of functioning. It followed that the church not 
only gradually distanced itself from the local, popular culture, but also pastoral care 
was neglected because of pluralism,
3
 and its concomitant, absenteeism. Moreover, 
the payment of tithes added to the confrontation between clergy and non-
conformists. The latter had to pay them, despite not being church members, while the 
revenues of the clergy had been considerably increased through agricultural 
improvements. Cathedrals were targeted as being the hub of inertia and infamy, 
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while the church became a synonym for slackness and dereliction of duty. It was 
Tawney who had initially used the epithet ‘semi-pagan’ to describe the lay elite. His 
line of argument went as follows: the eighteenth century was an age when the 
rationalistic way of thinking prevailed not only in social and intellectual circles, but 
also in circles within the church. This, supposedly, resulted to the decline of faith and 
spirituality and the prevalence of classical rather than Christian ideals. Consequently, 
it was deemed that the role of the church was peripheral to the developments of the 
eighteenth century, which has been regarded an age of enlightenment and 
secularisation; hence the relatively little attention that the Church of England has 
received from general histories of the eighteenth century.
4
 
This critique was not only voiced in the twentieth century; it was also 
advanced by nonconformists, Methodists and intellectuals in the eighteenth century. 
The clergymen of the established church were, then, charged with erastianism, 
corruption, lack of devotion and vigour, and attachment to worldly activities. 
Moreover, they were accused of failing to attain the standards set by sixteenth and 
seventeenth-century ecclesiastics in law-making and theological debate.
5
 Only in the 
late nineteenth century did a greater appreciation of the established church started to 
appear, a tendency, which is clearly apparent in the work of Norman Sykes. Sykes 
argued that the church as an institution was more successful than previously 
indicated and that its clergymen were not as negligent in their tasks as previously 
thought. He also suggested that the poor description of the church in the eighteenth 
century was in many cases influenced by arguments of its opponents and by the 
improved standards set by late nineteenth-century practices.
6
 Following Sykes’ 
thesis, revisionist historians in the last twenty years have come to be more 
appreciative of the work of the church in the eighteenth-century.
7
 Their method of 
                                                 
4
 Tawney, Religion and the Rise of Capitalism, ch. 3; Jeremy Gregory, ‘The Church of England’ in H. 
T. Dickinson, ed. Companion to Eighteenth-Century England, (Oxford: Blackwell, 2002), pp. 225-26; 
John Walsh and Stephen Taylor, ‘The Church and Anglicanism in the ‘long’ eighteenth century’ in 
John Walsh, Colin Haydon and Stephen Taylor, eds., The Church of England c. 1689-c. 1833. From 
Toleration to Tractarianism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), pp. 1-64, here pp. 1-2.   
5
 G.M.Ditchfield, ‘The Changing Nature of English Anticlericalism, c. 1750-c.1800’ in Nigel Aston 
and Matthew Cragoe, eds. Anticlericalism in Britain, c. 1500-1914 (Gloucestershire: Sutton 
Publishing, 2001), pp. 93-114. 
6
 Jeremy Gregory, ‘The Church of England’, p. 225; Norman Sykes, Church and State in England in 
the Eighteenth Century (Cambridge,1934), ch. III. 
7
 Jeremy Gregory, Restoration, Reformation and Reform, 1660-1828. Archbishops of Canterbury and 
their Diocese (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2000); Jeremy Gregory and Jeffrey S. Chamberlain, eds. The 
 7 
approach to the subject consisted of detailed research at the local level. They 
highlighted the positive aspects of the church, its power, efficiency and energy as an 
institution, rather than its flaws and failures. In this way, they have managed to 
qualify some of the views previously formulated or even to overthrow them. It has 
been found that many areas of the church were, in the eighteenth century, more 
vigorous than at any time since the Reformation, that it had started to reform itself 
from the inside, especially as far as pluralism and absenteeism are concerned, long 
before the administrative changes of the nineteenth century and that it was much 
more present in the daily, popular life of the parish than previously claimed. There is 
currently a debate between the ‘optimist’ revisionist tendencies
8
 and the more 
cautious, ‘pessimist’ post-revisionist current of thought, which stresses the inherent 
organizational problems faced by the church.
9
 The former group of historians has 
managed to bring into focus evidence of church life, which has been previously 
neglected in such a way that a new, wholesale understanding of the issue has been 
achieved. J.C.D. Clark’s work has been one of the most influential and conspicuous 
examples of this viewpoint, because it managed to bring forcefully into one volume 
these various views. It presented not only the strength of the church itself as an 
institution, but also its great impact on the political, cultural and social aspects of 
English life in the eighteenth century.
10
 J.C.D. Clark has shown that the Church was 
one of the three pillars, together with monarchy and aristocracy, which dominated 
much of eighteenth-century social life. Other historians stressed the domination of 
the church in intellectual, cultural and political developments through print, arguing 
that the majority of the titles published at the time belonged in the category of 
theological works, - most of them written by Church of England clergy, - and that the 
sermon both spoken and written was a powerful means which could not only guide 
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public opinion on theology but also on political and social matters.
11
 Rather than 
focusing on the conventional idea of an age of secularization and enlightenment or 
suggesting that there was a conflict between religious and worldly values, it has been 
acknowledged that the development of enlightened and religious thought in the 
eighteenth century went together, with the church instigating advances in sectors 
often related to classical, rational teachings, such as education.
12
  
A similar development has happened regarding the historiography of the 
Church of England in the Chesapeake.
13
 Eighteenth-century Anglicans in the 
Chesapeake have been described by contemporary and nineteenth-century 
Evangelicals, as well as by modern historians until the 1980s
14
 as ‘unabashedly 
materialistic’, being solely focused on making profit through growing and selling 
tobacco. According to this argument, their Anglican faith was reduced to ‘a sort of 
gentry-dominated rationalistic moralism that failed to make any substantial mark on 
the social history of the region, setting the stage for an evangelical revolution that 
would sweep across the South’.
15
 It followed that Chesapeake Anglicans embraced 
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the main ‘low’ church ideas of not regarding sacraments, religious rites, and 
ecclesiastical hierarchy as important aspects of Christianity. In addition, numerous 
instances of clerical delinquency serious lowered the standing of the established 
Church. This meant that the Church of England in the Chesapeake did not manage to 
fulfil its pastoral functions as successfully and efficiently as it did in England and 
that it was more vulnerable to the threat posed by dissenters. 
Between the 1950s and the 1980s, the depiction of the Anglican Church in 
the Chesapeake as a ‘low’ church institution, slavishly obedient to the claims of the 
local gentry particularly dominated the accounts of such historians, as William 
Warren Sweet, Sydney E. Ahlstrom and Rhys Isaac. They argued that the Church in 
Virginia was only reinvigorated with the advent of the evangelicals at mid-eighteenth 
century. However, a new generation of historians, including Joan Gundersen, John 
K. Nelson, Edward L. Bond and Nancy L. Rhoden has become more appreciative of 
the strengths of the Church of England in the Chesapeake. Instead of focusing on its 
weaknesses, they highlighted the tremendous efforts required by its ministers to 
perform their tasks in a geographically and religiously ‘hostile’ environment and they 
endeavoured to qualify their conclusions when describing the Church’s failures.  
In this respect, without denying the weaknesses of the Anglican Church in the 
Chesapeake, my study aims to reach a better understanding of its character and 
nature and to explore the links between theological and political thought in the 
second half of the eighteenth century. Whereas many studies have focused on either 
England or America, my approach is inevitably transatlantic: political developments 
in the colonies and the early American states were considerably influenced by events 
in the mother country and the rest of Europe. At the same time, I endeavoured to 
understand the elements peculiar to the American environment that determined the 
profile of colonial institutions. Moreover, following the lead of J.C.D. Clark, this 
thesis aims to explain developments in political thought through a religious 
spectrum. Religion cannot be easily excluded from the study of most topics related to 
the eighteenth century and the interaction of the Anglican religion and politics on a 
transatlantic level is a subject which has not been sufficiently explored. This seems 
surprising since the Church of England was the established church in the mother 
country and it was promoted in the colonies by the civil and ecclesiastical authorities 
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at home. My study follows, therefore, the fortunes of Anglican laymen and 
clergymen in Virginia and in Maryland, where the colonial Church of England had 
its most numerous adherents, through the eventful decades at the second half of the 
eighteenth century: the Episcopal controversy, the American Revolution, the drafting 
of the first state and federal constitutions, the French Revolution and the election of 
1800. 
The first chapter gauges the authority and power of the eighteenth-century 
Church of England in the mother country. It describes how the interests of church 
and state were intertwined to the effect that the Church used its alliance with the state 
to secure its position and status. The remarkable strength of the ‘High’ Church party 
in the first decade of the eighteenth century and from the 1760s onwards helped the 
Church provide adequate answers to its numerous critics: Latitudinarians, deists, 
dissenters. With the help of the state, the established church in England managed to 
survive almost intact until well into the nineteenth century.  
The second chapter investigates the power of the Church of England in the 
Chesapeake. It shows that due to the absence of a resident bishop, the links with the 
parent church were particularly weak. Despite the fact that the social and educational 
background of the clergy was elevated in the years immediately preceding the 
American Revolution and that they were not particularly inattentive to the dispensing 
of their duties, geographical factors in the Chesapeake, combined with great religious 
and ethnic diversity and the immense power of the vestries conferred a particular 
American character to the Anglican Church. In the Chesapeake, the Church did not 
manage to have a great appeal to the slaves or to people of low social standing, while 
it had to compete with an increasingly Presbyterian population. Moreover, the weak 
association of interests between the lay elite, who dominated the vestries, and the 
ecclesiastical and civil authorities in England meant that the conservative Whig or 
Tory parties were less strong in the Chesapeake than in the mother country.  
The third chapter examines the impact of the aforementioned different 
ecclesiastical structures on the political sphere. It shows how Anglican clergymen in 
the Chesapeake became increasingly dependent on the lay local elite.  The need to 
defend their interests did not prevent the latter from opposing the Episcopal plan or 
the new taxation measures for the colonies, voted by Parliament. At these instances, 
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the majority of Anglican clergymen hesitated to voice an independent opinion, which 
would have influenced the colonial elite towards embracing the policies of England. 
Nevertheless, elements of a conservative perception of society, as depicted in 
Anglican doctrines, became apparent in the thought of future patriots, who were bred 
in the Church of England.  
The fourth chapter follows the destinies of the clergymen and laymen in 
Virginia and Maryland during the revolutionary war and the early national period. It 
shows how the majority of clergymen in the Chesapeake sided with their patriot lay 
patrons and it examines the nature of the first ecclesiastical and state constitutions. It 
argues that lay power was reaffirmed through the ecclesiastical administrative 
structures that were devised after the disestablishment of the Church in Virginia and 
Maryland. It also supports that, despite the weaknesses of the Church of England in 
Virginia, elements of Anglican civil theology had an impact on the political thinking 
and rhetoric of men who drafted the first state constitutions. The fifth chapter 
investigates the nature of Federalism and Anti-federalism developed in the 
Chesapeake. It argues that the impact of Anglican doctrines can be found in the 
thought of Federalists and elite Anti-federalists. The Anglican depiction of society as 
an organic whole and the establishmentarian character of the Church of England 
were reflected on the insistence of Virginia Anti-federalists about local elite rule and 
in the Federalists’ belief in the power of governmental institutions to promote public 
virtue.  
Finally, the sixth chapter examines responses in the Chesapeake towards the 
French Revolution, the spread of deism and the election of 1800. It argues that 
whereas in the mother country, the Church formed adequate responses to the 
demands of dissenters and political radicals, the Protestant Episcopal Church in the 
Chesapeake did not share the same anxiety over these developments that Federalists 
felt in New England. The relative loss of influence of the Protestant Episcopal 
Church in Virginia and Maryland meant that Anglican clergy in the region 
condemned less forcefully the excesses of the French Revolution than their 
Congregationalist counterparts in the northern colonies. This contributed to the 
successes of the Republican Party in Virginia from the second half of the 1790s 
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onwards, whose members did not hesitate to downplay and, even condone, the 










The Church of England, 1760-1800: ideology and strength 
 
 
This chapter will describe the ideology and structural vigour of the Church of 
England in the parent country so that an informed comparative analysis with the 
colonial institution will be made possible in the following chapters. It will be shown 
that by the eighteenth century, the English state had acquired a strong Anglican 
character which, in turn, gave the Church great power as an institution. The 
description, thus, of the way the Church of England was operating in the parent 
country in the late eighteenth century, will provide insight into its weaknesses in the 
colonies. It will also help elucidate the reasons why Anglican clergymen did not 
manage to play a dominant role in colonial church affairs or to influence the political 
thought developed at the other side of the Atlantic.  
Before attempting to gauge the strength of the established church and the 
impact of Anglican beliefs in the late eighteenth century it is important to succinctly 
place developments in this period in the appropriate religio-political context. Events 
and ideas expressed as early as the mid-seventeeth century will be taken into 
account. This can be considered appropriate, since the civil wars and the restoration 
of monarchy in the seventeenth century were events of seminal importance that 
conditioned the evolution of the church in the following centuries. It should be noted 
that the power and privileges of the Church of England during the Restoration 
period, as reflected in the Corporation and Test Acts, passed in 1661 and 1673, 
respectively, in the new Prayer Book of 1662, as well as the association of the 
Church with divine right, passive obedience and non-resistance, were seriously 
undermined in the decades after 1688.
1
 Such events, as the Toleration Act, increase 
in dissent and deism, the Occasional Conformity Act (introduced in 1711 and 
repealed in 1719), the suspension of Convocation in 1717, the rise of Latitudinarian 
clergy and of Whig bishops, attempts to repeal the Test and Corporation Acts in the 
1730s, portray the threats that the Church of England faced in the first half of the 
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 Following these developments, the clergy of the Church of 
England - and especially Tory ‘high’ churchmen, but even many moderate clergy - 
became alarmed. Edmund Gibson (bishop of London, 1720-1748), the so-called 
‘Walpole’s Pope’, and William Wake (Archbishop of Canterbury, 1716-1737) 
endeavoured to defend the Church of England against its perceived enemies. They 
reinstated a theory for an alliance between Church and State. In this relationship, the 
Church should not be perceived as an appendage of the state, but as a component part 
of the English legal system and society in a way that the church’s spiritual and 
political functions were interrelated and inseparable the one from the other. In this 
sense, those who did not adopt the established religious creed feared the power and 
influence of the Church. The latter not only dominated in every aspect of life, but 
was also in a position in which the state served its interests. As a result, clergymen 
felt it their duty to support the government both in local and parliamentary politics, 
especially at times of national crisis. This can be clearly perceived in the stance the 
clergy took during the Jacobite rebellion of 1745 and during the French Revolution at 
the end of the eighteenth-century. In these cases, the Anglican clergy firmly 
supported the state, believing that every movement, event, or action against it, 
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The army, the civil service, most schools and the two universities were 
bastions of the Church of England in a way that gave the established church a central 
place in the political and social life of the nation. This can also be observed in the 
localities, where clergymen of the established church frequently held such offices as 
that of the Justice of Peace, land-tax commissioner, and turnpike trustee, so that they 
had a key role in the administration of local affairs. Moreover, clergymen served the 
local elite, for example in instances of direct or indirect canvassing, during 
parliamentary elections. At the national level, as well, the state seemed to be in need 
of the church’s support: clergy would function as political or election agents who 
would instruct the laity and pass on information to them, they would distribute 
pamphlets of political content and, in turn, they would seek civil office.
4
 One feature 
of the alliance between church and state is the great responsibility that the established 
Church felt for the religious and spiritual life of the nation. This sense of duty in 
spiritual matters is reflected in such domains as education, charity, social control and 
the pastoral work of the ministers.
5
 Through this cooperation with the state, the 
Church of England retained many of its privileges and, in the 1770s, defeated 
attempts to abolish the Thirty Nine Articles against the claims of Rational Dissenters.  
It becomes evident, then, that the Church of England played, thus, a major 
role in the life of people and that it functioned much more efficiently than its 
Victorian critics claimed. The Victorians have largely painted the eighteenth-century 
Church of England as an institution characterised by decadence, corruption, 
complacency and negligence. Revisionist historians in the last twenty years, 
however, have come to be more appreciative of the work of the church in this period 
and to revise this picture.
6
 Admittedly, one century’s establishments cannot be 
judged by the standards of another. Nineteenth-century accounts of the Church of 
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England would not have been able to explain such events as the great interest that 
Thomas Pelham-Holles, the Duke of Newcastle (Secretary of State, 1724-1754; 
Prime Minister, 1754-6 and 1757-62) took in the church, the immense energy that 
bishops exerted in performing their parochial duties, the zeal with which clergymen 
sought advancement in the church hierarchy or the vigour with which the clergy 
defended the Hanoverian regime.
7
 Recent research has shown that the church was 
less dependent on lay powers and more conscientious, pious and active in spiritual 
matters than previously assumed. It has been argued convincingly that the term 
‘Latitudinarian’ does not accurately describe the character of the eighteenth-century 
Church of England, while Catholic beliefs and prejudices waned gradually as the 
century progressed.
8
 Despite the population growth and the existence of dissenters, it 
can be held that the church was as dominant in the life of the nation at the end of the 
eighteenth century as it was in the seventeenth.  
In late 1780s and in the 1790s - faced with the loss of American colonies and 
Revolution in France, radicalism at home, and growth of urbanisation and 
industrialisation – there is a revival of efforts to strengthen the Church of England.
9
 
This included more active reforms and reform societies, such as the Religious Tract 
Society (1799), and the defence of high church positions by such prelates as bishops 
Samuel Hallifax (bishop of Gloucester and St. Asaph, 1781-1790), Samuel Horsley 
(bishop of St. David’s, Rochester and St. Asaph, 1788-1806), George Horne (bishop 
of Norwich, 1790-1792), Charles Moss (bishop of Bath and Wells, 1772-1802) and 
the Archbishop of Canterbury, John Moore (1783-1805).
10
 As it will be shown, even 
such moderate theologians, as William Paley (1743-1805) and Richard Watson 
(bishop of Llandaff, 1782-1816), defended the privileges of the Church of England. 
Besides, the rise of Evangelicalism – even Methodism – was not initially outside the 
Church. The debates over the extent of comprehension granted to Dissenters fast 
evolved around matters of faith, whereby the Anglican doctrines were reaffirmed, 
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because of the extreme, Socinian positions of the Church’s adversaries.
11
 Horsley’s 
Apology for the Liturgy and Clergy of the Church of England (1790) was an effective 
reply to dissenting demands for the revision of the Prayer Book.
12
 A distinctive 
Prayer Book Anglicanism emerged which supported subscription to the Articles and 
followed a via media between dry Latitudinarianism and Methodist enthusiasm. 
Despite being moderate and restrained, eighteenth century Anglicanism bore a 
conservative character to the effect that themes of hierarchy and obedience were 
greatly emphasized in discourses on civil theology. The persistence of a conservative 




This chapter aims to describe the dominant political doctrine and power of 
the established church in the eighteenth century. Firstly, an attempt to gauge the 
impact of the Church of England on the life of the average parishioner will be made. 
An investigation of the role of the church in the local communities will reveal that 
the Church of England was a permanent feature in the everyday routine of the 
common people. The religious and political context within which the political 
ideology of the Church was expressed will be examined next. This will be followed 
by a description of the content of the Anglican political discourse, articulated in the 
last four decades of the eighteenth century. The thought of such diverse Anglican 
thinkers, as George Horne, Samuel Horsley, William Stevens, William Jones of 
Nayland, Richard Watson and William Paley will be analysed through an 
examination of their writings. It will be shown that the seventeenth-century idea of 
the divine origin of government was losing supporters towards the end of the 
eighteenth century: the political philosophy of Hutchinsonians had more impact on 
the thought of ‘high’ church Anglicans than Robert Filmer. Moreover, the rationality 
of Enlightenment was rejected by prominent Anglican theologians. Faced with 
domestic unrest and the American and French revolutions, Anglican theologians 
gradually focused - from the end of the American war, onwards - on such issues as 
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social control and the maintenance of social hierarchy, instead of being tolerant of 
ideas expounded by the French philosophes.  
 
The Role of the Church in the Local Community 
 
The Church had inherited the geographical divisions of the sixteenth century, namely 
twenty-six dioceses and nearly 11,000 parishes in England and Wales, with the 
consequence that these did not correspond to the population growth that was so 
apparent in the late eighteenth century, especially in such parishes as Manchester and 
Sheffield. There were ways, however, by which the clergy managed to meet the 
needs of the day and these efforts should not be underestimated.
14
 Diligent bishops, 
pious and interested laymen in church affairs, made worship, and also catechising, 
permanent features of eighteenth century English routine. The institution of poor 
relief and philanthropic programmes, the administration of local schools and 
missionary work were additional channels through which the Church dominated the 
life of the parishioners.  
Despite the advanced age of some bishops, and the general perceived lack of 
commitment to pastoral duties, the eighteenth century had known such diligent 
members as the Archbishops of Canterbury, Thomas Secker (1758-68) and John 
Moore (1783-1805). Recent research in diocesan archives has discovered bulks of 
correspondence between bishops and the parish clergy, which has shown that high 
ecclesiastical officials were more attentive in providing advice and pastoral 
supervision than previously thought.
15
 As far as pastoral care was concerned, this 
was mostly determined by the personality of the clergyman in charge. Bishops held a 
tight control over work in the parishes and it is unlikely poor efficiency would have 
been tolerated. Jeremy Gregory has shown that in the eighteenth century the 
standards of admission to the ministry were as high as during the Evangelical 
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Revival and the Oxford movement, that ministers had to go through a stiff 
examination before being ordained, and that numerous bishops became concerned 
about the degree of suitability of their ministers.
16
 There were, of course, cases of 
clergymen being remiss, but more detailed study of parish archives can reveal that 
the standards of pastoral work were more impressive than previously assumed. 




Although eighteenth-century clergy did not possess uniform characteristics, a 
sketch of the typical clerical socio-economic profile can be attempted: university 
educated, member of the gentry or son of a clergyman, and well-remunerated. With 
reference to the education of the clergy, holding a university degree was a 
prerequisite for appointment in most English and Welsh parishes.
18
 Regarding the 
social origins of the clergy, as the century progressed, an increasing number of them 
came from the broader class of the gentry. At the end of the eighteenth century, 
however, a quarter of the clergy came from modest backgrounds and a significant 
number of them had fathers who had been clergy so that their lives had deep roots in 
the local community.
19
 This was especially true for the dioceses of Chicheser, 
Canterbury, Leicestershire, Worcester and Wiltshire, while in the diocese of London 
the gentry were more favoured than in the aforementioned districts, especially after 
1780.
20
 Studies of clerical incomes in the eighteenth century indicate that clergymen 
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With reference to the frequency of worship, as far as generalizations can be 
attempted, services were delivered on Sundays, twice in the north and west and once 
in the south and east, and a sermon followed, on which the gentry were particularly 
keen.
22
 Overall, the British eighteenth century experienced the growing popularity of 
the celebrations of Communion.
23
 Moreover, the visitation records show that 
communion services were delivered and attended once a week in towns, but 
infrequently in big urban centres, where they happened monthly in most cases. Less 
frequent celebrations of the Communion, namely four times a year, were mostly the 
norm in rural areas where the clergy found it hard to disengage the parishioners from 
their rural activities. In this sense, a generalisation could be attempted: the north of 
England, Wales and urban parishes had more frequent church services than the 
southern and rural part of the country. This can be perceived as counteracting the 
argument that pluralism and non-residence weakened the Church, since the northern 
and urban parishes were more prone to the aforementioned practices.
24
 Urbanization 
and industrialization are often deemed twin demons, which posed problems for the 
sound functioning of the church. This argument, however, disregards the fact that in 
urban centres, such as Bath, Warwick, York and Newcastle-upon-Tyne, new 




The increasingly elevated position of the pulpit, standing on three levels, and, 
thereby, the added importance attributed to the sermon, is something not to be 
contested. This is particularly evident in parishes which were newly built or 
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renovated in the eighteenth century. The ministers were charged with focusing on the 
sermon rather than on the sacraments, but this trend is indicative of the spirit of the 
period: importance was to be given to the word, as a means of persuasion for the 




The immediate results of the pastoral work of the clergy can be perceived in 
the impressive sense of piety that lay members of the Church posed. Diaries and 
letters suggest the great attention that people paid to the prayers and the psalms, since 
they were able to memorize many of their verses. Literature, painting and music were 
permeated with scenes from the Testaments and exhortations to a moral life; 
bookstores were dominated by devotional works and biblical criticisms and 
newspapers were filled with news from the religious life of the nation, especially 
during times of controversy. Moreover, sculptural monuments dedicated to the 
memory of the dead were ample with allusions to Christian faith. Members of the 
gentry would spend considerable amounts of money to build chapels attached to their 
houses, while in many cases they would even employ chaplains. Daily family prayers 
among the lower and middling sort were encouraged through chapbooks and family 
life was presumed to be a paragon of church discipline and morality.
27
  
The church had a preponderant role in the broader life of the community 
becoming in charge of poor relief programmes, through such societies as the Society 
for the Bettering and Increasing of the Comforts of the Poor (1796) and the Society 
for Diffusing Religious Knowledge amongst the Poor (1750). This was also evident 
in the church’s participation in raising other charitable funds, in the administration of 
local schools and in missionary work.
28
  
The Society for the Promotion of Christian Knowledge (SPCK), founded in 
1698, and the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts (SPG), 
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founded in 1701, were two important educational voluntary institutions, involved in 
missionary work in the colonies. Their significance mainly lies in the fact that they 
were long-lived institutions, which achieved engaging a large number of missionaries 
for their cause. They were founded by Thomas Bray, a high-churchman. He believed 
that church life required reform and that Anglican expansionist activities were 
needed in order to eliminate catholic influence. The SPCK tried to conduct its 
educational work, through the establishment of bodies, which would gather 
information on parish church activities and life, through the foundation of libraries, 
the circulation of religious pamphlets and tracts and the organization of charity 
schools, at least during the first thirty years of its existence, as for instance in the 
diocese of York in the early 1700s. The SPG established a vast missionary network 
in the colonies, providing, in this way, not only for the education of English people, 
but also for people overseas. Bishops were active in supporting the work of SPCK 
and SPG with sermons, tracts, donations and advice to their clergy.
29
 The activities 
of smaller societies, such as societies for the reformation of manners and the 
Religious Tract Society (1799) were also encouraged by the bishops in an effort to 
develop spirituality among the laity through learning and knowledge sharing.
30
 
Moreover, the church established communication with Protestants in continental 
Europe, who were suffering from Catholic persecution. These activities point 
towards the conclusion that, in terms of missionary work and spiritual guidance of 
Protestants, the eighteenth-century church was not idle.
31
 
Attention should be drawn to the fact that the eighteenth-century Anglican 
Church had managed to attract large numbers of the laity to support its cause: the 
SPG and the Corporation for the Sons of the Clergy (for financial assistance to 
widows and children of deceased clergy) were funded in the large part by money 
from the laity, through annual fundraising functions. In this sense, the Church, rather 
than succumbing to the demands of the aristocracy, used its support to advance 
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 There were a substantial number of laymen who were 
willing to support the aforementioned church-related projects, and who were pious 
enough to understand their importance. These included Lady Betty Hastings (1682-
1739), the duke of Newcastle (1693-1768) and William Legge, the second earl of 
Dartmouth (1731-1801). Some, like Samuel Johnson, went as far as to write 
sermons. The support of the laity included, except for the philanthropic projects 
mentioned above, the financial contribution to the payment of tithes and major 
contributions to repair works in old, medieval churches, which were inherited from 
the church structures of the past. All these, depict a laity who was earnest in its 
religious beliefs and for whom religion really mattered. The riots against Methodists 
in the 1750s, the Gordon riots against Catholics in 1780 and the Church and King 
Riots of the 1790s, which resulted to the destruction of the Dissenter Joseph 
Priestley’s house and laboratory in Birmingham reveal the fervour that popular 




The religio-political context 
 
The American Revolution provided the main context for the expression of views on 
political theory and obligation during this era. The Middlesex election of 1768 and 
the campaign for the abolition of slavery had provoked some responses on issues of 
political philosophy, but Anglican arguments were rarely grounded on religious 
tenets.  
 In the midst of the Wilkes affair, George Horne argued against the Lockean 
concept of a state of nature, contractarian philosophies and government founded on 
popular consent. Calls were made for stability, order and restraint, but the Wilkes 
case did not produce any ground-breaking arguments in terms of religio-political 
discourse. Most Anglican writers rarely relied on religious ideas to oppose the reform 
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of parliament. Instead, when opposing reform, they had recourse to secular theories 
for doing so.
34
 Regarding the issue of slavery, many Anglicans, including Bishop 
Porteus, William Paley and Granville Sharp, argued in favour of its abolition, but 




 As it will be analysed below, the American Revolution provided the 
opportunity for Anglican theologians and politicians to explore and elucidate their 
political creed. On a practical level, the vast majority of them supported the 
government in seeking to suppress the revolution in the colonies. It is evident that 
clerical contribution to the petitions pleading for conciliation was proportionately 
little.
36
 On the level of church administration, only three bishops expressed their 
opposition to the policy of coercion. These were John Hinchcliffe, Bishop of 
Peterborough, Jonathan Shipley, Bishop of St. Asaph and Frederick Keppel, Bishop 
of Exeter. The first two were friends with such members of the opposition, as the 
Duke of Grafton and Lord Shelburne, and this connection can partly explain their 
attitude on the matter.
37
 The support that Anglican senior clergy and bishops gave at 
that time to governmental policies can be attributed to professional interest to a large 
extent, since only through courting the Whig administration, could they aspire to 
promotion. Without denying the intellectual and theological heritage, explained 
below, that made Anglican churchmen natural supporters of the administrative status 
quo, it needs to be noted that, in the second half of the eighteenth century, Lord 
North’s patronage system had generated stability from the clerical quarters to the 
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benefit of the Crown. Richard Watson acknowledged the fact: ‘Surely the clergy 
have a professional bias to support the powers that are, be what they may’. To the 
extent that the established church can be viewed as part of the ‘propertied hierarchy’ 
- and not as a separate caste or Estate - it becomes understandable why it was in its 
interest to cooperate and complement the lay powers of the realm.
38
 
Clerical support of the government seemed to be especially valuable after the 
surrender at Saratoga (Sept.-Oct. 1777), since they helped divert the interest of public 
opinion from the losses at the American war. The tone that they adopted in the years 
between the defeat at Saratoga and the conclusion of the peace in Versailles was one 
of self-punishment: British failings in the American war were attributed to political 
licentiousness and factionalism, to excessive criticism of the government, to the 
spread of luxury and to a general crisis in public morality. Clerical leaders called, 
then, for a reformation of manners and, increasingly, for due submission to 
government. It is evident that, in 1780 and in 1781, William Cooke, Fellow of King’s 
College, Cambridge, was not alone in denouncing the supporters of the Lockean 
contract theory and in defining liberty with due submission to governmental 




 It can be argued, therefore, that from the end of the American war of 
independence onwards the emphasis of these ideas was placed more heavily than 
before on the divine origin of government and the duty of submission to it. This is 
not surprising, given the crisis that Britain was experiencing at that time at home and 
abroad. Apart from the loss of the American colonies, the crisis had various aspects, 
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including the rise of the public debt and taxation, the war with Holland (1780-84), 
Spain (1779-83, 1796-1808) and France (from 1793 onwards), invasion scares, the 
unrest in Ireland (1798) and wars in India (Anglo-Mysore and Anglo-Maratha wars), 
coupled with the growth of factionalism at home, the Yorkshire association 
movement for economic and parliamentary reform (1779-1784) and the fall of Lord 
North's administration (March 1782). In 1780 the Society of Constitutional 
Information was instituted with the aim of achieving parliamentary reform. These 
problems were compounded with rapid population growth and unprecedented 
urbanization, which in turn led to pauperism in the cities, to food crises and social 
instability, to the resurgence of English radicalism, compounded with the importation 
of Enlightenment ideas from France and the conspiracy theory regarding the export 
of the French Revolution to Britain. The Gordon riots of 1780 demonstrated the 
potential for unrest that urban mobs possessed and raised the fear of anarchy.
40
 These 
conditions fostered instability, which Anglican political theorists hoped to counter 
with the adoption of a more authoritarian tone in their sermons and public 
pronouncements. This becomes particularly evident in the long tradition of 
Martyrdom Day sermons, preached on 30 of January every year to commemorate the 
execution of Charles I. From the early 1780s onwards these sermons stressed less the 
possibility of altering the form of government, as in the example of the 1688 
revolution, and more the duty of obeying governmental laws and ordinances. In 
1787, John Butler, bishop of Oxford, even went as far as stating that the king was 
sacred, that Charles I had done nothing reproachable, and that, therefore, the 
revolution against him was not justified. Contrary to the reaction that similar 




 Denominational issues constituted an additional element of the context within 
which the political message of the established church was pronounced. Dissent and 
Methodism have been depicted as real threats menacing the dominance of the 
eighteenth-century Church. It should be noted, however, that by the 1730s there was 
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a decline in Old Dissent (Congregationalism, Presbyterianism and Baptism).
42
 The 
disputes over doctrine within the dissenting camp, the legal limitations that the state 
set for those nonconformists who wanted to advance in the political, social and 
educational sphere and, in particular, the legal restrictions placed by the Toleration 
Act (1689) accounted for this development. The Church, therefore, gained in 
numbers from the weakening of Old Dissent.
43
  
Methodists should be perceived as a group, which operated within the 
established church, rather than a dissenting association active outside the Anglican 
Church at least until the death of John Wesley in 1791. The internal reformation of 
the Church of England, rather than external destructive criticism was the main aim of 
John Wesley, who had strong links with the established religious institution: his 
father was the rector of Epworth and he himself never disavowed his ordination oaths 
to the Church. In fact, he had adopted the mainstream ecclesiology and political 
theology of the Church: John Wesley’s education included the study of non-jurors 
and high-churchmen of the 1720s, while he made strong statements of loyalty to the 
crown, especially during the Wilkesite disorder and the American rebellion. Wesley 
advised his followers to attend both the Methodist meeting and the services of the 
Church of England. In doing so he had an active role in organizing Methodist 
meetings which would not clash the scheduled services of the Church. In this way, 
Methodism was a movement, which had Anglican origins and a partial Anglican 
character, at least until Wesley’s death. In this way, it could be argued the movement 
contributed to the spiritual revival of the established church. It was only in the 1790s 
when Methodist preachers became influential in the countryside through a 
nationwide organizational network that they vociferously attacked the established 
church and its preachers.
44
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In the 1760s and 1770s a small, but articulate minority within the Church 
protested against the obligatory subscription to the Thirty-Nine Articles by the clergy 
and University graduates. They were liberal theologians connected with the 
University of Cambridge and led by Francis Blackburne (1705-1787), archdeacon of 
Cleveland. This group also included Richard Watson (1737-1816), bishop of 
Llandaff, and the theologians, John Hey (1734-1815) and William Paley (1743-
1805). In 1765 Blackburne’s The Confessional attacked the disciplinarian character 
of the church establishment.
45
 In 1771, Blackburne, Theophilus Lindsey (1723-
1808), John Jebb (1736-1786), John Disney (1746-1816), Christopher Wyvill (1738-
1822) and William Chambers (1724-1777) signed the so-called ‘Feathers Tavern’ 
petition, which addressed the issue of subscription to the Thirty-Nine Articles. 
Parliament refused to satisfy the demand for its abolition, as well as a similar one 
voiced in 1772 by Rational Dissenters for the relief of their ministers and 
schoolmasters.
46
 Theophilus Lindsey, John Jebb, John Disney and others gave up 
their posts in the established church for their Unitarian beliefs. Unitarian Rational 
Dissenters obtained a limited measure of relief in 1779, but they continued to 
challenge the Church’s fundamental doctrines and position in the 1780s.
47
  
During the period between 1786 and 1787 these debates sparked off another 
campaign by dissenters for the repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts. The 1786-7 
campaign was controlled by the dissenting urban mercantile and professional elite 
whose positions in a large number of corporations were precarious. Moreover, they 
commanded the support of the ex-prime minister, William Pitt, second earl of 
Shelburne (1737-1805) and of no less than 135 members of the House of Commons, 
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who were sitting for constituencies where Dissent was strong. The motion of 1787 
was defeated, but it was renewed in May 1789 and in March 1790, by which time 
local associations and county meetings were organized nationwide, especially in the 
North and West of the country. The events in France, however, led ‘high’ churchmen 
and conservative Whigs, like Edmund Burke (1729-1797), to voice fears for the 
security of the established position of the Church. This reaction guaranteed the 
settlement of the issue for the next thirty-eight years.
48
  
Despite the fact that the struggle to enlarge the limits of toleration as 
prescribed in the Act of 1689 met with little success in the late 1780s and 1790s, it 
resulted in the deepening of the extremist character of its supporters. The Unitarians 
Theophilus Lindsey, and William Frend (1757-1841), fellow and tutor of Jesus 
College, Cambridge, not only demanded improvement of their social position, but 
also attacked the beliefs of the established church: they attempted a new translation 
of King James’s Bible and pushed for a revision of the Book of Common Prayer, 
which would have modified the Trinitarian Athanasian Creed. Moreover, these 
disputes were connected with the development of political radicalism in Britain at the 
close of the century. This can be illustrated by the 1792 motion in parliament by the 
Whig leader Charles James Fox. He demanded the repeal or amendment of the 
Blasphemy Act (1698) and of those statues penalizing religious dissent from the anti-
Catholic measures of the reign of Edward VI (1537-1553) to the Marriage Act of 
George II (1753). The latter stipulated that marriages must be performed in a church. 
In this instance, Fox, encouraged by the Standing Committee of Protestant 
Dissenters, advocated religious liberty not only for Unitarians, but also for Roman 
Catholics, Quakers and Jews.
49
  
In response to these challenges, Anglican clergymen re-emphasized the duty 
of submission to the established authorities and re-introduced into their discourse the 
seventeenth-century idea of the divine origin of government.  
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The political ideology of the Church, 1760-1789 
 
Throughout the eighteenth century, Anglican clergymen and theologians drew their 
ideas of political obligation to the authorities from two main scriptural passages: St. 
Paul's Epistle to the Romans 13.1-7 and the First Epistle General of St. Peter 2.1-13. 
St. Paul had argued that due submission to civil and religious authority is required 
from Christians, since all power emanates from God. Otherwise, damnation will be 
the end result. In the aforementioned passage, St. Peter laid less emphasis on the 
divine origin of government. He argued that while Christians should obey the civil 
powers, regardless of the form that these might have acquired, they should 
simultaneously 'fear God'. While Anglican theologians claimed that submission to 
the civil authorities was imperative, very few of them supported the seventeenth-
century doctrines of passive obedience and non-resistance. They did not support the 
divine origin of monarchy with much fervour either, because then the Revolution of 
1688 would not have been legitimate. But, was, then, any rebellion justifiable?
50
 
Anglican thinkers found the balance between the right of rebellion and 
unconditional submission by reconciling the two scriptural passages mentioned 
above. While authority and government in general had divine origins, they were 
dependent upon the will of man to determine what exact form these should take. This 
general doctrine allowed many interpretations and, thus, the accommodation of a 
wide range of ideas, from high church to latitudinarian, within the Anglican 
umbrella. In March 1769, the ‘high’ church, patriarchalist, George Horne, then, 
president of Magdalen College, Oxford and, later, bishop of Norwich, preached the 
Assize sermon at the University of Oxford. Horne stressed the divine origin of 
monarchy, but, a few days later in his Assize sermon at the University of Cambridge, 
Richard Watson, then professor of chemistry at Cambridge and, later, professor of 
Divinity and bishop, stressed the importance of popular sovereignty.
51
 His view was 
that the monarch was in a position of trust, accountable to the people for his conduct 
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 Horne and Watson occupied the two extremes within the Anglican 
spectrum of political theology; the views of the majority of Anglican clergymen and 
theologians fell between the two.  
 The right of rebellion was a troubling philosophical question for Anglican 
theologians. The doctrine that God ordained government in general, but that the 
specific form of it was to be determined by man, allowed for resistance in certain 
circumstances. The bishops, as members of the House of Lords supported mixed 
government and the balanced constitution and had, thus, adopted a Court Whig 
position. They, therefore, maintained that rebellion was legitimate when the political 
system was bound to degenerate to either tyranny or slavery, when the magistrate 
undermined the laws of the land and threatened the liberties of the people. But, the 
question on how to judge when such a situation existed remained.
53
  
George Horne condemned the compact on which aristocracies and 
democracies were founded, arguing against the perceived rebelliousness of the 
people involved.
54
 American resistance to British measures of taxation represented a 
favourable occasion for the expression of Anglican views on the right of revolting 
against governmental decrees. The high-church patriarchalist position was expressed 
by the Hutchinsonian William Jones of Nayland (1726–1800), who envisioned 
government as divinely ordained, to be obeyed dutifully by the people, but his views 
were not representative of the ideas of the Anglican clergy as a class. In the 
aftermath of the Boston Tea Party, Bishop Markham argued that the right of 
rebellion was not a theological issue, but one to be decided by secular criteria. In his 
view, resistance was an imperative duty of subjects, when the constitution was being 
seriously infringed. Watson even regarded as a sacred duty disobedience to a 
monarch who acted against the interests of his people. In preaching the Restoration 
Day and Accession Day sermons at the University of Cambridge in 1776, he based 
his analysis on Romans 13, and praised the balanced, mixed British constitution. 
Despite the fact that his arguments were perceived at the time as explicitly endorsing 
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the claims of the colonists, in closer examination, it can be argued that Watson only 
reinstated the Lockean concept of a an original compact and stopped short of 
expressing outright support of the colonists.
55
 
The views of the majority of the clergy on the right of American resistance 
fell between the extremes set by William Jones and Richard Watson. Most of them 
defended the Act of Settlement and parliamentary sovereignty, reaffirming, thus, the 
Whig principles of the supremacy of law and legislature. In this sense, they criticized 
the colonists not for opposing George III’s kingly power, but for disobeying the laws 
voted by parliament. Attesting to his Whig pedigree, Bishop Markham in his 1774 
sermon, referred to above, stated: ‘The Gospel, therefore, must be strangely 
perverted to give Support to such Doctrines, as indefeasible Right and unlimited 
Obedience. And it is as wonderful how such silly Opinions could venture to obtrude 
themselves on rational Society.’ Similarly, James Yorke, Bishop of St. Davids, 
praised the ‘temperate’, mixed constitution and referring to the civil wars of the 
seventeenth century, argued: ‘why should we hesitate to confess in general, that by 
an ill-conducted education, and the then prevailing opinions of hereditary right to 
rule, the royal breast had harboured sentiments incompatible with the liberal 
principles on which our constitution is founded.’
56
  
Regarding the right of disobeying the civil authorities, preaching after the 
beheading of the French king, Louis XVI, Bishop Horsley argued that rebellion 
against the civil powers should be organized in a constitutional way. For Horsley, 
who firmly believed in the divine origin of government, resistance was only 
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legitimate in these cases where the laws of the land were being infringed. It was his 
view that the decision to take up arms should be based on charitable judgment and 
was only possible in extreme circumstances. He thought that such an act of resistance 
should be conformable to divine providence, while he was not willing to sanction a 
violent attack against established government, based on human initiative. He thought 
that human judgment was not to be trusted, while he perceived such rebellions as 
reflecting the power of faction. In this sense, Horsley viewed the duty of obligation 
to government as a religious duty, not one dictated by such legal documents, as the 
Coronation oath or the Act of Settlement. For Horsley, it was not human laws, but 
only revealed religion that properly regulated human conduct. On this issue, the 
layman, William Stevens (1732-1807), George Horne's first cousin and treasurer of 
Queen Anne's Bounty, openly supported the doctrine of passive obedience. He 
maintained that governmental strictures would never be so harmful as not to be 
preferable to anarchy, that submission to government was a Christian duty, and that 
this was God's will which had to be obeyed.
57
 In this way, the extent of resistance to 
the civil authorities was a debatable issue among Anglican theologians, but it seems 
that during the first decades of George III's reign the question had acquired the form 
of a rather theoretical debate among Anglican clergy.  
At the opposite pole to the high-church patriarchalists stood those who 
pursued a latitudinarian way of thinking within the established church. In the last 
four decades of the eighteenth century, a major figure among them was William 
Paley (1743–1805). He studied at Christ’s College, Cambridge, where he also 
became a fellow and taught metaphysics and morals. His major appointment later in 
life was to the archdeaconry of Carlisle. Paley’s most influential work among his 
contemporaries was the Principles of Moral and Political Philosophy, first published 
in 1785 and undergoing fifteen editions by his death in 1805. Paley is best 
remembered for his utilitarianism and occupies a central role in the secularization of 
English Christian political thought. The basis of his philosophy lies in the tenet that 
the obligation to political authority is humanly perceived, instead of divinely 
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ordained. First, he argued that morality was not an innate quality of man, but socially 
learned. Then, he supported the view that the revealed will of God was that man 
pursues these activities that bring the greatest happiness to the greatest number of 
people and that these things were moral and virtuous. Only in this case, and not in 
performing immoral and vicious activities, man could man ensure his place in 
heaven. In this way, self-interest was a powerful motive that led man to seek the 
happiness of his fellow citizens.
58
 Paley shared with the rest of his fellow Anglican 
clergymen the belief in original sin and human imperfection. Man’s passions needed 
to be restrained and Paley used the concepts of death, judgment, Heaven and Hell, to 
provide for that. God, therefore, still featured in his thought as an agent who enforced 
morality, not one who just revealed it.  
Paley belonged to the latitudinarian movement in the Church of England, 
prevalent at the University of Cambridge. It emphasized the natural aspects of 
religion, the idea that truth can be revealed through man’s reason, not by means of 
God’s direct revelation. Considering that the greatly spiritual Hackney Phalanx and 
the Clapham Sect, as well as ‘high’ church theorists, such as Samuel Horsley and the 
bishop of Winchester, George Pretyman-Tomline (1750–1827), were at the 
ascendancy in the 1780s, William Paley stands alone in stressing the secular origin of 
political authority and obligation. The Evangelicals of the late eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries and the Oxford movement in the 1830s and 1840s were strong 
critics of Paley’s utilitarianism.
59
  
At this point, the emergence of evangelicalism at the end of the eighteenth 
century should be placed in its appropriate historical context. From the 1740s 
onwards, this Evangelical movement, which operated within the Anglican fold, 
distinct from Methodism, attracted a substantial number of clergymen, including 
William Grimshaw (1708–1763), Samuel Walker of Truro (1713-1761), Thomas 
Jones (1752–1845), Henry Venn of Huddersfield (1725–1797) and William Romaine 
(1714–1795). These clergymen fostered the ‘religion of the heart’ in the sense that 
they combated the unwarranted use of reason in theological issues. By the 1760s this 
Evangelical group had acquired concrete form. They attempted to activate the clergy, 
by fighting what they perceived to be clerical indifference in pastoral matters. They 
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stressed the need for moral uprightness, while they believed in salvation by faith. At 
the end of the eighteenth century, the most notable grouping in this bigger body of 
Evangelicals was the Clapham sect. While they were convinced of the importance of 
good works for personal salvation, they tried to promote genuine public uprightness, 
and they campaigned for several humanitarian causes, such as the abolition of the 
slave trade and the Sunday school movement. The focus of the group on public 
problems can be explained by its eminent lay membership, which included William 
Wilberforce and Hannah More.
60
  
From the end of the American war of independence onwards, Anglican 
sermons became increasingly concerned with the maintenance of social order and 
cohesion. In this way, they reflected the political problems that Britain encountered 
at home and abroad, along with the increasing popularity of the doctrines of the 
Enlightenment.
61
 Robert Hole has convincingly argued that, gradually from 1782, 
and especially from 1789 onwards, religious arguments were used less to discuss 
issues of a constitutional-philosophical nature and more matters of social theory. 
Despite the fact that these ideas always formed part of the Anglican tradition, in the 
years after 1790, ideas regarding restraint and sanctions, social hierarchy and the 
need of the poor to be content with their lot figured prominently at discussions in 
religious and political circles. 
After the defeat in the American War, both George Horne and William Jones 
preached at Easter 1783 on the concept of divinely ordained social hierarchy. Horne 
argued that the social inequality of mankind was divinely designed and he presented 
the interdependence of rich and poor, as normative; besides, the existence of the poor 
made possible Christian charity, while – he thought – it was more honourable to give 
than to receive. William Jones thought that the will of God prescribed compassion 
and condescension from the rich, and industry and compliance from the poor.
62
 Even 
those who had favoured popular sovereignty, such as Richard Watson, did not 
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display any democratic or levelling principles when discussing social hierarchy, and 
they sought arguments to persuade the poor to accept their lot. Josiah Tucker, Dean 
of Gloucester, envisaged different beginnings in life for the children of the poor and 
those of the rich, while William Paley thought that the foundation of the existence of 
social hierarchy was expediency.
63
 At the height of alarm caused by the French 
Revolution and the resurgence of political radicalism at home, the threat posed by 
those who favoured political equality gained added importance in 1792-3. In a 
sermon that Samuel Hayes preached in St. Margaret’s, Westminster, he argued that if 
God had intended men to be equal, He would have created them with the same 
mental and physical abilities as well. Others adopted a more utilitarian approach and 
argued that equality is a spiritual condition, only to be reached in Heaven. The 
governmental systems in the imperfect world that they lived required inequality, and, 
therefore, God approved of it.
64
  
In this context, religion was perceived as a useful ally of government, because 
it was perceived as a major tool in the maintenance of social order. This was 
especially true in the attitudes of the authorities towards the poor, who were 
considered as a separate entity in society, in need of pity, reform and control. 
Religious restraints were deemed essential in this task.
65
 Conversely, Richard 
Watson thought that reason and natural religion were not adequate to civilize man, as 
could be observed in the natives of Tahiti and New Zealand and among the American 
Indians. In this sense, religion was deemed necessary in order to restrain man’s 
passions. This could be achieved by means of moral education, but also through the 
invocation of Hell and Heaven. This was a sanction which was stressed by all parties 
of the Church of England, including high church patriarchalists, latitudinarians and 
bishops in the Old Whig tradition. In 1773, George Horne listed the passions of the 
age: ‘anger, insolence, clamour, despondency, presumption, impetuosity’. These 
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concerns reflected the contemporary phenomena of social dislocation, urbanization 
and the growing threat of social unrest.
66
 William Jones went even further. Referring 
to charity schools, he argued that they should teach children their place in society and 
their submission to providence.
67
 In fact, Sunday schools were strongly 
recommended by bishops in the 1790s. The religious ideals they taught were deemed 
an adequate means to instil moderation, subjection and self-control among the poor.
68
  
Regarding the attitudes of Anglican thinkers towards the French Revolution, 
these were marked by intense reservation. Despite the fact that there was some 
support in Britain for the French Revolution, Anglican theorists, such as Bishops 
Porteus (1731-1809) and Horsley, along with William Jones of Nayland, Bishop 
Warren of Bangor and Richard Watson were cautious or outright hostile towards the 
events taking place in France in the last decade of the eighteenth century.
69
 The 
denunciation of events in France became particularly strong in the Episcopal sermons 
of March and April 1793, namely in the period after the September massacres, the 
abolition of the French monarchy, and the trial and execution of Louis XVI. Bishops 
Robert Lowth and Richard Beadon thought France was immoral, unprincipled and 
wicked. Others, such G.I. Huntingford, warden of St. Mary’s College, Winchester, 
George Pretyman-Tomline and W. Langford, the under-master of Eton College, 
stressed the importance of religion in providing moral restraints and the Christian 
duty of submission to legitimately constituted authorities.
70
 After the outbreak of the 
war between Britain and France and the rise of Napoleon to power, the attacks 
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against the French became even stronger, as can be illustrated by Richard Watson’s 
sermon to the clergy of Llandaff in June 1798.
71
 
Moderation, humility, as well as the avoidance of war, were values cherished 
by all Christians, but especially by Anglicans.
72
 Nevertheless, in 1797-98, these 
ideals did not prevent Anglican clergymen from encouraging patriotism and 
involvement in the war against the French. Participation in the war effort was 
perceived as a Christian duty and the war was considered a religious one, against 
atheism and infidelity.
73
 In this sense, atheism and irreligion were thought to lead to 
anarchy, while religion was deemed essential to good government and a stable social 
order.
74
 These fears seemed all the more relevant since the rumour of a conspiracy 
against religion and government was spread across England. It originated in two 
works by the Jesuit priest, Abbe Barruel (1741-1820) and the Scottish scientist, John 
Robinson (1739-1805), who alleged that atheism was a real danger, not only in 
France, but also in England. It was a theme that was given credence by Richard 
Watson in 1798, and also by the Baptist minister Robert Hall (1764–1831), and 
Henry Majendie, Bishop of Chester and Bangor.
75
 
The French Revolution also prompted a discussion on the nature of man. The 
foundation of Anglican political theory was the belief that the nature of man was evil 
and that his passions needed to be restraint by government and religion. In this sense, 
they attacked the philosophes’ theory on the limitless perfectibility of the human 
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species through reason. They believed that the celebration of passions, advocated by 
the philosophes, would lead to the pursuit of one’s self-interest, instead of support for 
benevolence and the achievement of the common good. In 1790, George Horne 
stated that self-will had taken the place of divine will.
76
   
This argument about the emphasis laid on issues of social theory in the 1790s 
should not obscure the discussions on the question of political obligation, though 
these appeared less frequently after 1795. In sermons delivered to large public 
audiences at the time, bishops of the Church of England stressed the duty of 
subordination to the civil authorities and discussed less the limits of this obligation 
and the legitimacy of a revolution. The rights of the individual were expressed in the 




Regarding the issue of relief from the penal laws for English dissenters, the 
attitude of Anglicans was to defend fervently the constitutional position of their 
church. While regarding themselves as an integral part of the constitution, they 
argued that their church represented the ‘cement’ of the political system, and that the 
privileges they enjoyed did not serve their self-interest, but brought stability to the 
regime. The Reverend Robert Wells implied that the Church of England was well 
suited to monarchy, and he equated their enemy, namely republicanism, with Hell. 
Thomas Balguy (1716-1795), Archdeacon of Winchester, perceived the 'Feathers 
Tavern' petition as an attack to the establishment and argued that it might lead to its 
end, while the Reverend Thomas Nowell (1730-1801), in his Martyrdom Day sermon 
of 1772, associated the dissenters of his day to the seventeenth-century regicides. 
Influenced by such ideas, Edmund Burke argued in 1792 that the relationship 
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between the established church and state was not merely one of alliance, but that they 
represented parts of the same entity.
 78
 
Given the growing political unrest in Britain in the 1790s, from 1793-4 
onwards the theme that dominated Anglican sermons was that of social hierarchy. 
The theoretical foundation that provided the basis for Anglican thought on this 
matter was the medieval notion of society as a corporate entity, wherein everyone 
contributed to the welfare of the whole community, according to his/her station and 
abilities. Anglican theologians tended to endorse the existent social hierarchy with its 
inherent inequalities by deeming it necessary and divinely ordained. They praised the 
social and economic interdependence of rich and poor, considered the inequalities in 
Britain as ordered, established and subtle, and argued that the whole system was one 
of harmony and perfection.
79
 The Evangelical Rev. John Owen went so far as to 
argue in 1794 that the inequalities in rank, power and property were essential for the 




The philosophical context 
 
In the second half of the eighteenth century Tory ideas among the clergy enjoyed a 
newfound currency. William Stevens, together with William Jones of Nayland, 
George Horne, Nathaniel Wetherell (1726-1808), master of University College, 
Oxford and Dr. Samuel Glasse (1534-1812), rector of Wanstead, formed the main 
core of the group of high-church patriarchalists during this period. They emphasized 
the importance of the Trinitarian doctrine in theology and they opposed the undue 
use of reason in religious thought. William Stevens, apart from the Trinitarian 
doctrine, stressed the divine origin of the Church, the creed of the apostolic 
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succession and the importance of the mysteries.
81
 They probably identified 
themselves more with the philosophies of Hutchinson, than those of Robert Filmer. 
The latter was very closely linked with the theories of divine right, passive obedience 
and non-resistance for men openly to refer to him. The works of John Hutchinson 
(1674-1737), who had written extensively on natural theology and philosophy, 
became the point of departure for their thoughts. The Hutchinsonians believed that 
the doctrine of the Trinity could be proved both through the observation of nature 
and biblical texts.
82
 The group against which the Hutchinsonians wrote were the 
Rational Dissenters, especially the Unitarians Joseph Priestley and Richard Price.
83
 
The influence of Hutchinsonians should primarily be ascribed to the network of 
connections that they had established through intermarriage and the favour of the 
court. Appreciation for the church rituals and the Sacraments was not, however, only 
maintained by the Hutchinsonians, but was shared by the clergymen of the Collegiate 
church in Manchester until the 1790s, long after the death of the local Non-juring 
bishop in 1752. Moreover, the Collegiate church in Bath, especially in the Abbey 
Church and St John’s Hospital, as well as the clergy meetings in Sion College, 
London supported the ‘high’ church character in liturgy and in doctrine.
84
  
The political theology propounded by the aforementioned Hutchinsonians 
bore some similarities, however, to the doctrines of Filmer. Horne in his 1769 Assize 
sermon 'On the Origin of Civil Government', mentioned above, copied Filmer on 
several points: as in Filmer, his main theory was that humanity emanated from a 
single common parent – first Adam, and then, Noah – and that their power had been 
absolute. He then argued that throughout history power passed from father to son, but 
that it never reached the people.
85
 William Stevens expressed a very similar, though 
more extreme, view. He held that Adam had possessed divinely ordained, unlimited 
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authority over Eve and that this was the origin of all civil governments thereafter. He 
argued 
the foundation of civil authority in the sentence passed 
on Eve, Thy desire shall be to thy husband, and he shall 
rule over thee. From that time, at least, the natural 
equality and independence of individuals was at an end, 
and Adam became (Oh dreadful sound to republican 
ears) universal monarch by divine right.
86
  
 Nevertheless, political theology explicitly drawn from Filmer was rare at least 
after the 1760s. At the other extreme of the range of Anglican ideas expressed during 
this period was Richard Watson who readily acknowledged John Locke as his source 
of influence. Watson even considered Locke 'our best philosopher' and he had to 
defend him from his critics on numerous occasions. Although he did not refer to the 
term 'social compact' and he did not consider the state of nature as an historical 
period, he accepted the concept of liberty, as described by Locke in the state of 
nature.    He thought that this was the kind of liberty man enjoyed in a social setting 
and that it was only circumscribed by law, enforced by popular will.
87
 Despite the 
fact that other Anglican clergymen shared the same ideas as Watson, these were far 
from being the norm. Most Anglican theorists did not wholeheartedly embrace either 
Filmer or Locke, and in this sense they ascribed neither a pure divine nor a pure 
popular origin to civil government.
88
  
During the first half of the eighteenth century, debates about the nature of 
Holy Communion, propounded by Latitudinarians, led to the reassertion by high-
churchmen of the Catholic doctrines concerning the Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper. 
Benjamin Hoadly’s Plain Account of the Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper (1735), was 
answered by Dr. Gloster Ridley in 1736 and by Daniel Waterland in 1737. In arguing 
that Holy Communion was a memorial sacrifice, but of no less significance than the 
Jewish ones, Ridley can be regarded as promulgating seventeenth-century moderate 
‘high’ church doctrines. His ideas were broadly shared by high-churchmen, including 
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 In the last decades of the eighteenth century, another two 
beliefs regarding the meaning of Holy Communion were put forward. High-
churchman Archdeacon Charles Daubeny (1745-1827) argued that the Eucharist was 
a proper and propitiatory sacrifice, in which the bread and wine are in turn offered to 
God as tokens of Christ’s sacrifice. Daubeny’s views received, however, only 
marginal support by his fellow high-churchmen. In 1761, William Warburton (1698 
–1779), bishop of Gloucester, maintained that the Eucharist was not a mere memorial 
service - as Hoadly had argued - but a feast upon a sacrifice, a banquet through 
which the communicant entered into a covenant with God by a symbolic re-
enactment of the Jewish sacrifice. Warburton’s idea was further developed by the 
strict high-hurchman, William Cleaver (1742–1815), bishop of St Asaph, who argued 
that the Eucharist made present the sacrifice of the death of Christ.
90
  
 Most Anglican theologians of the period opposed Enlightenment thinking, 
because of its denunciation of religion. The major advocates of enlightened thought 
attacked religion as a prop of the state and as an obstacle to knowledge and 
rationality. Beilby Porteous, bishop of Chester and London, was sympathetic to the 
tenets of the Enlightenment, especially liberal views on slavery. Despite having a 
more elevated view of the poor than Voltaire, Bishop Porteus strongly supported 
established order and the maintenance of social peace. Other bishops followed him in 
this, such as Lewis Bagot (1740-1802), Bishop of Bristol, Norwich and St. Asaph, 
who considered Enlightenment thought as having an insidious effect on human 
personality, society in general and civil government.
91
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In the last four decades of the eighteenth-century, ‘high’ churchmen formed adequate 
defences against the dangers faced by the established church. This ‘high’ church 
backlash was reflected in the thought of Hutchinsonians and Evangelicals. They 
managed to effectively defend the doctrines of their church and its alliance with the 
state against the attacks by dissenters and by those who adopted Enlightenment 
rationality, as exhibited in the American and French Revolutions. Orthodox 
theologians counteracted their enemies by stressing the duty of the king to defend 
Anglicanism and by emphasizing the rationality and moderation of the Church’s 
doctrines. At the same time, bishops were inclined to support the state, especially at 
times of national crisis, as long as their interests were not being threatened. Towards 
the end of the century - faced with the emergence of radicalism at home, with unrest 
in India and in Ireland, and, while fighting Catholic enemies - Anglican theologians 
particularly stressed the duty of obeying in the laws of the land. They supported the 
existing social hierarchy and they emphasized the beneficent impact of religion on 
restraining human passions and reforming the soul. They stressed the duty of the 
individual to lead a pious life and discussed less, than at the beginning of the 
eighteenth century, the limits of the obligation to obey to the civil and ecclesiastical 
authorities. While Anglican thinkers largely refrained from ascribing divine origin to 
government, they portrayed the duty of the subjects to obey to the much-lauded 
‘balanced’ British constitution, as a duty, ordained by God.  
The added currency that ‘high’ church ideas received in late eighteenth-
century England, was also reflected in the continued engagement of Anglican 
clergyman with the affairs of their local communities: they led charity programs with 
significant lay participation and administered local schools. Moreover, despite the 
challenges posed by urbanisation and pluralism, the Church of England managed to 
remain equally dominant in the lives of the common English people as it had been in 
the seventeenth century. This became possible through the work of diligent bishops 
and a body of university-educated, relatively well-remunerated clergy, who 
effectively manned the network of parishes.  
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These features and modes of operation of the Anglican Church at home were 
seriously put to test when its institutions were transplanted in the American colonies. 
Structural problems in the administration of Anglican affairs, which were present 
from the inception of the Church of England in the colonies, prevented it from 
exhibiting a strong support to the civil authorities in the strong, decisive manner that 
this became possible in the mother country. The death of the queen Mary, who had 
favoured the ‘high’ church Tory party, and the ascendance to the throne of non-
Anglican kings - until the reign of George III – meant that the political authorities in 
England, under the influence of dissenters, denied the colonial church the valuable 
services of a bishop. As a result, the colonial Church of England not only suffered 
from lack of clerical supervision and discipline, but it also was inferior in number to 
dissenters, especially in the middle colonies and in New England, throughout the 
whole of the eighteenth century. In this sense, the colonies were deprived of the 
religious uniformity that existed in the mother country, due to the fact that there 
wasn’t an organic, intercolonial union among colonial Episcopalians. In addition, the 
disputes that emerged between England and the colonies in the 1760s precluded any 
possibility for the institution of a bishop in the colonies even more so than in the 
previous decades. These circumstances only allowed the Episcopal Church in 
America to have limited political influence to the effect that, in times of political 
radicalism, such as during the French revolution, the Anglican clergy in Virginia was 
reluctant to condemn its excesses, in the same way that their English counterparts 
did.  
The Reverend Jonathan Boucher, who had officiated in the colonies, held 
strong ideas on the divine right of government, as expressed in the parent country, 
but his theories had limited influence. It can be argued, however, that other Anglican 
beliefs, namely the propriety of elite rule, the depiction of society as an organic 
whole and the idea that governmental institutions had the power to promote public 










The Church of England in the Chesapeake: Structure, Strength and Ideology, ca. 
1760 
 
In England, the Church was more vigorous than in the colonies, deriving its strength 
and prerogatives from its alliance with the state. More precisely, the parent 
institution was closer to the centre of power, namely the King, the aristocracy and the 
gentry sitting in Parliament, so that these powerful men controlled, but also favoured 
the church in order to achieve their own political aims. In the Chesapeake, the 
relation between the church and the state, though existent, was different to that in 
England. The absence of direct royal authority led to the development of the power 
of the local lay elite, to such an extent that the institutions of church and state grew 
independent of the royal and ecclesiastical administration of the parent country. 
Admittedly, the lay elite played a great role in the management of church affairs, 
both in England and in the Chesapeake. Nevertheless, the interests of the colonial 
gentry were not as closely identified with those of the royal administration as the 
aims of the English aristocracy were. This conferred upon the former an autonomous 
character, which was, in turn, reflected in the religious life of the region, shaping the 
distinct features of the established Church there. 
This distinct character of the church was the result of an early modern 
English liturgical tradition being developed within a different institutional 
framework, society and geographical environment than those existing in England of 
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Following recent studies by Joan 
Gundersen, John K. Nelson and Edward L. Bond,
1
 this chapter argues that the lay 
and clerical leaders of the Church of England in the Chesapeake, while not merely 
aiming at inculcating social deference, were actively concerned about the religiosity 
of their fellow parishioners, in a way that made their efforts comparable to those of 
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their English counterparts. The investigation of matters of ecclesiastical structure and 
strength will help examine the religious elements that formed part of the upbringing 
of eminent loyalists and revolutionaries from the Chesapeake Bay. More specifically, 
this chapter will focus on these areas that portray the distinctiveness of the Church of 
England in Virginia and Maryland, such as the power of the vestries and the 
educational background of ministers. The aim is, of course, to trace the similarities 
and differences between the parent and colonial establishment and to explain how 
these could have led to the development not only of loyalist, but of revolutionary 
thought as well.  
 
The Power of the Church as an Institution and its Relation to the State 
 
With reference to church and state relations, the colonial Church of England in the 
Chesapeake bore external similarities to its parent institution: it was legally 
established, the civil authorities and an English prelate - namely the governor and the 
bishop of London - were formally responsible for many church affairs, while the 
King was the head of both the colonial and the mother church.
2
 These ties with the 
civil authorities were not, however, so tenacious as to guarantee its strength. As a 
result, it suffered from perennial problems, which negatively affected its vigour. 
These were related to the absence of resident bishops, adequate state protection and 
educational institutions, which would have provided the Church with a regular 
inflow of ministers. 
The mere existence of the Church of England in America was not taken for 
granted in the same way it was in the mother country: in New England, the Church of 
England never reached the status of being legally established due to dissenting 
strength,
3
 while in New York, in the Chesapeake and in the southern colonies it only 
did so around the turn of the seventeenth century. By 1624, Virginia was the sole 
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state in which the Anglican Church was legally established; Maryland came next in 
1702 and the rest of the southern colonies followed.
4
   
After a very unstable start in the course of the seventeenth century, from the 
turn of the century onwards, the Church of England in the Chesapeake Bay acquired 
a firm foundation. Strengthening popular allegiance to the established church was 
perceived as the main means to eliminate Catholic expansion and to tighten imperial 
control over the colonies. The ‘High’ Church party, whose influence increased under 
Queen Anne’s reign (1702-1714), particularly supported this strategy. The rekindling 
of educational and missionary zeal through the foundation of the Society for the 
Propagation of Christian Knowledge (SPCK) in March 1699 and of the Society for 
the Propagation of the Gospel (SPG), chartered in 1701, unequivocally reflects the 
aspirations of ‘High’ churchmen.
 
The aim of the SPCK was to found libraries in 
England and abroad and of the SPG to support financially existing ministers, as well 
as to strengthen Anglicanism in those colonies where dissent predominated. Its task 
was also to bring into the Anglican fold the native Indians and black slaves.
5
  
By mid-century, the result of the efforts of the SPG and the SPCK were 
apparent in Virginia, in Maryland and in the northern colonies.
6
 Following its growth 
in the seventeenth century, by the 1760s the Virginian church was the most 
developed colonial Anglican Church, while, by 1771, the Anglican establishments in 
Maryland and Virginia had matched or surpassed in total strength the rest of the 
establishments in continental America. Indicative of this is the fact that, in the late 
1760s, of the 350,000 to 400,000 Anglican adherents in colonial America, 225,000 
were resident in Maryland and Virginia.
7
 Also pointing to the strength of the 
Anglican Church in the eighteenth-century Chesapeake is the fact that members of 
eminent families were adherents of the Church of England. The Dulany family in 
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Maryland and the Lee, Washington and Byrd families in Virginia were all actively 
involved in church affairs.
8
 
Despite the vigorous efforts to strengthen the presence of the Church of 
England in the colonies, the English authorities denied it the leadership and guidance 
of a visiting or resident bishop.
9
 As detailed in the previous chapter, this reflects the 
policies pursued after the reign of Queen Anne by non-Anglican Kings George I and 
George II, as well as the increase in dissent and deism and the rise of Latitudinarian 
clergy and of Whig bishops. As a result, the practice established since the time of 
William Laud (d. 1645) continued well into the eighteenth century with the Bishop 
of London being in charge of the colonial Anglican Church.
10
 Commissaries were 
sent for the first time when Henry Compton, an energetic prelate in pastoral matters, 
served as Bishop of London (1675-1713).
11
 They were to function as a substitute for 
the bishop in his distant and indirect administration of the Church in America. They 
would take over some of the responsibilities of the governor over the church; support 
the interests of the Bishop in the colony, which sometimes conflicted with these of 
the governor, and place the imperial control over the Church of England in America 
on a firmer basis.
12
 Their office was, nevertheless, largely discontinued after 1748 
under Bishop Sherlock (1748-1761).
13
 
Several problems arose from the absence of bishops in the colonies, including 
those regarding confirmation, ordination and ministerial discipline. Commissaries, 
being mere representatives of the Bishop of London in the colonies, were not an 
adequate replacement of bishops because they could not confirm the laity, nor ordain 
the clergy. The long, expensive and dangerous journey to England and back - 
especially until the 1730s-, which was needed for ministerial ordination, was a 
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perennial problem for colonial Anglican ministers.
14
 In addition, official clerical 
convocations could not be held because of the absence of the English bishop, whose 
authorization was needed for their convention. Nevertheless, colonial clergymen 
organised informal meetings on frequent occasions, especially from the mid-1760s 
onwards.
15
 Moreover, there were no judicial authorities in the colonies that could 
effectively discipline the Church or its clergy. Such jurisdiction pertained exclusively 
to the Bishop of London, but addressing him could hardly have been effective for the 
problems facing the colonists. The disciplinary power of the commissary over the 
clergy was relatively weak, since any parish minister had the right to appeal a 
commissary’s decision to the Archbishop of Canterbury.
 16
  
In those colonies where the Church of England was established, it was not 
only dependent on the Bishop of London, but also on the civil colonial government. 
Colonial legislatures and governors had not only civil, but also substantial religious 
authority and, for this reason, had undertaken many of the temporal duties of English 
bishops. These included the creation of new parishes, the setting of ministers' 
salaries, the assignment of benefices to ministers and their efficient management, the 
issuing of marriage licenses, and the probation of wills. Moreover, the colonial 
legislatures voted laws, protecting the established church, the most important of 




Despite the fact that the functions of the civil authorities regarding church 
affairs were largely common to all colonies where the Church of England was 
established, it should be stressed that church and state relations differed considerably 
in Maryland and Virginia. A major feature of this relation was the great role that lay 
powers held in the colonial establishments. This is best illustrated in the 
preponderant role that the vestries played in church affairs. The vestry was mainly a 
gathering of all ratepayers to manage parish affairs. In eighteenth-century England, 
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the dominant role of the lay elite in religious matters is best illustrated by its 
participation in the system of patronage through which the ministers achieved their 
advancement in the ladder of preferment. The patrons held the so-called ‘advowson’, 
the legal right to appoint a churchman to a parish. In this case, the vestry did not have 
major responsibilities because the fulfilment of the parish’s social functions and 
spiritual duties, as well as the management of its property, was under the control of 
the patron.
 18
 The factor that made the elite-dominated colonial Anglican church 
distinct from its English counterpart was that the colonial elite was geographically 
distant from the royal and ecclesiastical authorities in England, and thus, much more 
autonomous. It can also be suggested that given the geographical distance itself 
between the colonies and the mother Church, lay participation, through the vestries, 
was one of only a few ways, if not the only way, to uphold the functions of the 
colonial ecclesiastical establishments. It is, therefore, not surprising that the British 
authorities did not seek to suppress the increasing self-determination of the American 
Church since it was this element that sustained the Church in the colonies.
19
  
In Maryland, it was not so much the vestry, but the proprietor, who had the 
ultimate authority in church affairs. In 1632 the Roman Catholic Irish Calvert family 
of Baron Baltimore, was granted a charter that made Maryland its proprietary colony. 
Since the proprietors were not favourable to the Anglican faith, it was not until after 
the Glorious Revolution of 1688-9 and when under royal control between 1691 and 
1715 that the Church of England became legally established in Maryland. When the 
charter was restored to Charles, 5th Lord Baltimore, a professed Protestant, he 
claimed the ultimate authority in religious matters in the region. In this way, he 
reviewed all ecclesiastical laws passed by the assembly and he had the right to 
disallow them. Moreover, before acquiring a license from the Bishop of London to 
officiate in America, all ministers had to gain a permit from the proprietor granting 
the minister permission to ask the governor for an ecclesiastical post in Maryland. 
This meant that, in terms of ecclesiastical preferment, the proprietor in Maryland had 
the first say, thereby circumventing the authority of the bishop of London or of the 
vestries. Although most clergymen who were given this permission, were unknown 
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to Lord Baltimore, on occasion, his family friends, university fellow students or other 
clients would be favoured.
20
 In the 1760s and 1770s, this system caused indignation 
in the vestries and the open opposition of the so-called ‘country’ party that 
dominated the lower house of the assembly, to the proprietary or ‘court’ faction.
21
 
The temporary rebellion in 1769 by the parishioners of Coventry parish in Somerset 
County, after the rejection of their chosen minister Thomas Bradbury Chandler and 
the lay hostility to the Reverend Bennet Allen’s ambitions for pluralistic 
appointments in wealthy parishes both demonstrate that the vestries in Maryland, 
though of limited powers, were far from being impotent.
22
  
In contrast to the mutilated rights of the vestries in Maryland, eighteenth-
century Virginian vestries enjoyed enormous powers. They had acquired a self-
perpetuating status through co-option, especially in the long-standing tidewater 
parishes, which ensured the stability of these bodies. The maintenance of control by 
the Virginian elite of the vestries was upheld by the frequent intermarriage of the 
colony’s prominent family members. For example, Robinsons, Wormeleys, Grymes, 
Thackers, Churchills and Smiths, eminent planter and planter-merchant families, 
were continuously present on the vestry of Christ Church Parish. Moreover, for fifty 
five per cent of the vestrymen of Christ Church Parish their tenure lasted for more 
than ten years.
23
 In addition, the wealthiest county inhabitants were also members of 
the House of Burgesses, whereas the rest of the vestrymen and the churchwardens 
held simultaneously other executive, judicial, military, and legal positions. This 
underscored the vestrymen’s dominance in the civil affairs of the colony. In these 
ways, the socially prominent members of Virginian society dominated church and 




Richard Bland was an influential vestryman whose writings on the issue of 
the balance of power between Virginia’s ecclesiastical establishment and the Church 
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of England in the parent country reveal the degree of autonomy that the Virginian 
church claimed. In 1763, his The Colonel Dismounted, or the Rector Vindicated, he 
argued that lay Virginians were free, either as Englishmen or as unconquered natives, 
and therefore had the right to direct their own internal affairs. Bland declined the 
clergy’s claim for different treatment from what ordinary citizens received. He 
stated: ‘I profess my self (sic) a sincere son of the established church; without 




As a result, in the task of administrating the church, there was not always a 
harmonious understanding between these bodies and the governor or the 
commissary. The duty of inducting the minister into his office belonged to the 
governor, but, by early in the eighteenth century, some vestries had adopted the 
practice of employing ministers on a yearly basis without induction, thereby 
bypassing the authority of the governor.
26
 Moreover, the vestries assumed the right 
of buying, selling or leasing glebe lands, a right nominally belonging to the 
ministers. These prerogatives, especially the right to select the minister of their 
parish and collect tobacco tax for his support, were not enjoyed by their counterparts 
in the colonies or in England.
27
 Under these circumstances, in the eighteenth century 
the only power exercised by the Church of England over the ecclesiastical 
establishment in Virginia was the bishop licensing the clergymen who were about to 
take up office.
28
 It becomes evident that clergymen were competing socially with 
plantation owners, who were also vestry members, for financial security, higher 
salaries and greater respect for their social standing. Victory would secure the former 
larger participation in the lay-dominated Church causing it to become more uniform 
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Not only the vestries, but also the governor interfered greatly in church affairs 
in Virginia. In 1761 a dispute arose between the governor, Francis Fauquier, and the 
commissary, William Robinson. As a result, the governor successfully blocked 
Robinson’s appointment as president of William and Mary College and as a member 
of the colonial council. Fauquier’s interference with church affairs went so far as to 
attempt to infringe upon the commissary’s prerogative to recommend candidates to 
the Bishop of London for ordination. These rivalries undermined the status of the 
office of the commissary to the extent that subsequent commissaries, James Horrocks 
(1769-1771) and William Willie had little real authority in the church affairs of 
Virginia.
30
 In the late 1770s, James Ogilvie’s case brought about similar issues: his 
candidature to the ministry was supported by influential Virginian parishioners, but 
the commissary James Horrocks opposed his ordination. The latter claimed the right 
to be the only person who could suggest candidates to the English bishop for 
ordination. At that time the English authorities reluctantly condoned the request of 
the Virginians.
31
 Admittedly, disputes between the ecclesiastical and civil 
administrations subsisted within the Church of England in the parent country 
throughout its long history, but in the colonies such occurrences seemed more 
pronounced and damaging for the church because the latter did not stand on such a 
strong footing in America.  
It can be argued that the colonial Church of England in Virginia and 
Maryland greatly resembled the Presbyterian Church. The deacons and elders in 
Scotland were elected - and not presbyterially or synodally appointed – in the same 
way that the ministers were selected by the Virginian vestries. The Church of 
Scotland was void of episcopal visitations, confirmation and immediate supervision 
similarly to what was the practice in America. Not only were there no bishops in 
Virginia, but also the analogies of the vestry, precinct, and yearly meeting of the 
vestries with the commissary in Williamsburg can be found in Scotland’s kirk-
session, presbytery and synod. Moreover, Calvinist ideas of order and discipline 
were reflected in the compulsory character of church attendance in Virginia. The fact 
that forty-six, namely a third, of Virginia’s ministers in the eighteenth century were 
educated in Scotland illustrates the Scottish influence in Virginian religious affairs. It 
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can be argued that the outcome was a Church that was distinctly Virginian, and ‘low’ 
Church as far as its administrative structure was concerned.
32
 The same idea of a 
‘low’ Church administrative structure can be applied to Maryland. Frederick Calvert, 
the sixth Lord Baltimore (1731-1771), disallowed clerical conventions and, because 
he disliked lay petitions, his response to this form of complaint was consistently 
negative. In this way, any kind of organised action from the part of the clergy was 
silenced.
33
 The laity, however, was frequently able to muster the support of the lower 
house of the assembly when their interests were being seriously disregarded.  
The unstable foundations of the church in Virginia become clear when 
gauging the confessional character of education there. There were some attempts to 
establish schools, which would be under the control of the Church in the same way 
that Anglican orthodoxy was imposed on many schools in England. For example, in 
the late colonial period, in Virginia, sixteen ministers were employed as 
schoolteachers or taught in the houses of planters. At the same time, seven of ninety 
Virginia parishes supported financially and controlled the function and curriculum of 
schools. In addition, a bill was passed in the House of Burgesses in 1755 that gave 
permission to six parishes to construct workhouses or poorhouses. The education of 
youth and the relief of the poor were not, however, part of a general Church policy to 
institute and control schools or poorhouses, so that any endeavours of this kind were 
of an unplanned and fortuitous character.
34
 More obvious and better organized was 
the involvement of the Church of England with colonial colleges. 
The first colonial institution of higher education under Anglican influence 
was the College of William and Mary in Williamsburg which was chartered in 1693. 
Its establishment was the a result of the efforts of the commissary, James Blair 
(1689-1743), supported by Henry Compton, Bishop of London, and John Tillotson, 
Archbishop of Canterbury. Its purpose was to propagate orthodox Anglicanism in the 
colonies and to form a seminary that would provide sufficient training for future 
ministers of the Church of England. Its charter stated: 
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Forasmuch as our well-beloved and trusty Subjects, 
constituting the General Assembly of our Colony of 
Virginia, have had it in their Minds, and have proposed to 
themselves, to the end that the Church of Virginia may be 
furnish’d with a Seminary of Ministers of the Gospel, and 
that the Youth may be piously educated in good Letters and 
Manners, and that the Christian Faith may be propagated 
amongst the Western Indians, to the Glory of Almighty 
God, to make, found and establish a certain Place of 
universal Study, or perpetual College of Divinity, 
Philosophy, Languages, and other good Arts and Sciences, 
consisting of one President, six Masters or Professors, and 
an hundred Scholars, according to the Ability of the said 




As a result, during the colonial years, all the presidents of William and Mary 
College, as well as most of the faculty, were ordained ministers of the Church of 
England.
36
 The curriculum and the teaching methods in the college were copied from 
the University of Oxford and especially from Queen’s College. Eight Oxford men 
(six of whom were graduates of Queens) were among the thirteen masters and 
presidents who were employed by the College between 1729 and 1757 to teach 
physics, mathematics, moral philosophy and classics.
37
 Until the late 1760s, 
however, William and Mary functioned more as a grammar school, with the 
consequence that degree courses were rarely undertaken. Thus, its influence as a 
centre of higher education in the colonies was limited.
38
 It was plagued by incessant 
strife over the division of powers between the Visitors or Governors and the Society 
of Professors, while the moral uprightness of the latter was also questioned.
39
 In 
addition, its divinity school educated only thirty-two Anglican churchmen in the 
forty-seven years of its operation (1732-1779), who only served the Virginian 
Church.
40
 As a result, colonial Anglicanism did not succeed in placing a firm grip on 
education in the Chesapeake, while the Church was denied a regular inflow of locally 
trained clergymen that would have constituted an important source of its strength. 
                                                 
35
 Hartwell, Blair and Chilton, The Present State of Virginia, p. 72.  
36
 Mills, Bishops by Ballot, p. 20. 
37
 Courtlandt Canby, ‘A Note on the Influence of Oxford University upon William and Mary College 
in the Eighteenth Century’, William and Mary Quarterly, 2
nd
 ser., 21, no. 3 (1941), 243-247. 
38
 Rhys Isaac, The Transformation of Virginia, 1740-1790 (Chapel Hill: The University of North 
Carolina Press, 1982), pp. 213-217. 
39
 Polk Thomson, ‘The Reform of the College of William and Mary, 1763-1780’, Proceedings of the 
American Philosophical Society, 115, no. 3 (1971), 189-201. 
40
 Ahlstrom, Religious History, p. 189; Rhoden, Revolutionary Anglicanism, pp. 29-30.  
 57 
It can be concluded that the structures of the Church of England in the 
Chesapeake were not as coherent as those in the mother country: the existence of 
large numbers of black slaves and Indians, who did not belong to the Anglican 
communion, the absence of a resident bishop, the weak power of the commissary, 
and the great authority of the vestries together with William and Mary College’s lack 
of intellectual vigour all undermined the authority and status of the Church. It was 
only in the 1760s that the ecclesiastical structure in the Chesapeake acquired a more 




During the course of the eighteenth century, the total number of Anglican clergymen 
ordained for service in the colonies, as well as the number of American-bred clergy 
increased. Moreover, the solutions proposed to problems of clerical discipline and 
supervision reveal the republican- or Presbyterian-type methods that were used to 
resolve Anglican affairs in that region. These facts further underscore the particular 
American or ‘Chesapeakean’ stamp that the Churches in Virginia and Maryland 
bore. 
Between 1745 and 1775, 409 Anglican ministers were certified for colonial 
service: 156 in 1745-1760 and 253 in the next fifteen years. This points to the fact 
that the Anglican Church was strengthening its roots in the American colonies.
41
 In 
Maryland, during the period when the church was not established, the number of 
Anglican clergymen was small. There were only five ministers in the region in 
1692.
42
 The number of ministers in Maryland, however, considerably increased from 
the 1720s onwards, after the Establishment Act of 1702. This was due to the 
advantages in remuneration that the clergy enjoyed in Maryland, when compared to 
that offered in other colonies. In Maryland, the salaries of the clergymen depended 
on the number of parish taxables and the price of tobacco, whereas in Virginia and in 
other colonies the salaries of the clergy tended to be fixed and uniform. This meant 
that, in populous Marylander parishes, clerical salaries were much more rewarding 
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than in some Virginian ones, even as early as the 1690s.
43
 In Maryland, the absence 
of year-to-year contracts that were frequently used for the employment of clergymen 
in Virginia rendering their tenure insecure, the non-existence of disputes between the 
clergymen and a commissary as powerful as James Blair, and the average annual 
salary of £250 - £300 that ministers in Maryland were earning until the early 1770s, 
unmatched by both SPG annual stipends (£50) and Virginian salaries, these were all 
factors that enticed clergymen from elsewhere in the colonies, as well as from the 
British Isles to seek employment in Maryland.
44
 
In the seventeenth century, only English, Welsh, Irish or Scots were ordained 
as colonial ministers, but at the turn of the century this began to change. In Virginia, 
there was, initially, a great demand for English ministers who had graduated from 
Oxford and Cambridge universities. These ministers would emigrate to the colonies 
mainly because they had not been able to find a lucrative post in the English 
ecclesiastical hierarchy through the system of patronage. Besides, in England, 
demand for the office of minister seemed to exceed vacancies. Scottish and Irish 
ministers were able to find employment more comfortably in Virginia, because in 
England they were suspected of Jacobitism and of Presbyterian sympathies: between 
1690 and 1776, twenty-two Scottish-born Anglican parsons served in Virginia 
parishes for more than fifteen years.
45
 Similarly, seventeenth-century Maryland was 
dominated by English clergymen: fifteen out of the twenty clergymen who emigrated 
to the colony in 1692-1699 were English.
46
 In the first decade of the eighteenth 
century, however, Scottish clerics started rivalling the English and Welsh in 
acquiring new Maryland livings. This together with the arrival of three clergymen 
from Ireland in the 1710s led to the end of the monopoly of English clerics coming to 
Maryland and particularly of those from Oxford, Cambridge and the immediate 
vicinity of London. In 1699, eighty-seven per cent of the clergy in Maryland was 
comprised of Englishmen, but, by 1715 this percentage was already reduced to fifty. 
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As indicated above, this can be explained by the enticing conditions for clergymen 
that Maryland had to offer during that period.
47
 
In the eighteenth century, the previous unavailability of American-born 
clergymen and the resulting recourse to dubiously qualified clergymen of foreign 
origins began to change. Virginians abandoned their preference for English 
ministers. As a result, while there were no indigenous ministers at the beginning of 
the eighteenth century, by 1750 eighteen per cent of the clergy were Virginians. 
Their number increased to thirty per cent by 1770 and grew even further by 1775, 
reaching thirty-seven per cent. This resulted in Virginian-born ministers serving one 
out of three parishes in the colony. If this number is added to those who were born in 
Britain but prepared for the ministry in Virginia after their emigration to America 
(twenty-six per cent) and to those who were born elsewhere in British North America 
(seven per cent), it turns out that by 1775, the number of American-bred clergy was 
raised to two out of three. This increase in Virginian and America-born clergymen 
can be attributed to the transatlantic trip having become less hazardous by the 1730s, 
as well as to the perception of the ministry as a means of upward social mobility for 
the lower and middling sort.
48
 In Maryland, the influx of American-born ministers 
began in 1724 with the ordination of a Virginian and it culminated in the 1760s and 
in the 1770s with fifteen and ten America-born ministers, respectively, taking up 
livings in the region. From the 1750s onward, the decadal influx of American 
ministers into Maryland would match and even surpass the number of British 
newcomers with the result that by 1775 forty-six per cent of the colony’s ministers 
was represented by clergymen born in America.  Twenty of the thirty-seven 
American ministers who officiated in Maryland in the eighteenth century were born 
in that colony, while the rest originated from Pennsylvania (eight ministers), Virginia 
(six ministers), Massachusetts, Connecticut, and New Jersey (one from each colony). 
In the mid-eighteenth century, the promotion of Maryland ministers in the 
established church can be explained by the fact that they were preferred by the 
governor, since they were considered supporters of the proprietary interest.
49
 The fact 
that clergymen in Anglican orders born elsewhere in colonial America had different 
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religious backgrounds, illustrates the ability of colonial Anglicanism to expand and 
attract people from a variety of traditions, forming an American identity of its own.
50
  
Despite salaries being determined by law, salary disputes were not non-
existent in Virginia and Maryland. These disputes ultimately tarnished the image of 
the clergy, while they fuelled the underlying anticlericalism in the region and, in this 
way, undermined the appeal of the Church of England. In Virginia, anticlericalism 
was already on the rise by 1755 and, then, in 1758, it received new impetus from the 
issue of the Two Penny Act. Some clerics, led by John Camm, appealed to the 
English authorities in order to veto salary adjustments voted by the House of 
Burgesses. They managed to have their cause, the so-called Parson’s Cause, met. 
These disputes, however, presented the clergymen in public perspective as enemies 
of the colony.
51
 In the same way, in 1763 and 1770, disputes occurred in Maryland, 
instigated by clergymen who were complaining about reductions in their salaries. 
Given the relatively extravagant way that some clerics used to live and the fact that 
northern ministers with much more unstable earnings would not appeal for justice, 
some of the arguments against the attitude of the clergy in the Chesapeake seem to 
have been justified. In the public eye, these salary litigations identified the clergymen 
with imperial British authority and strengthened the igniting opposition to English 
ecclesiastical and civil authorities.
52
 
The accusations of moral offences perpetrated by the clergy further weakened 
the status of the colonial Church. In Virginia, from 1723 to 1743, accusations were 
filed against twenty ministers, eleven of whose cases could have been valid; between 
1743 and 1776, there was a rise in the latter number, reaching fourteen. Of the thirty-
five cases against clergymen in Maryland, one-third were lodged in the 1760s. The 
suits against the clergy always received more publicity and left more lasting hostile 
feelings than any attacks against lay people. The absence of an ecclesiastical court - 
which would definitely have solved these problems - the encouragement that attacks 
on the clergy of the established church enjoyed with the Great Awakening, and the 
                                                 
50
 Nelson, Blessed Company, p. 106. 
51
 Mills, Bishops by Ballot, pp. 95-98; Rhoden, Revolutionary Anglicanism, pp. 32-33; Gilmor Papers, 
Maryland Historical Society, vol. 1, p. 51 
52
 Rhoden, Revolutionary Anglicanism, pp. 34-35. 
 61 
prejudices of the Northern clergy against the Southern, all amplified the 
consequences of these incidents.
53
 
With reference to ecclesiastical supervision, there were attempts in the 
colonies to establish their own ecclesiastical courts, but they never materialised. In 
Maryland, in 1724-5, an attempt was made by the colonial legislature to establish a 
lay court to supervise the clergy, but the concerted action by the proprietor and the 
governor blocked this motion. During Horatio Sharpe’s administration (1753-1768), 
a ‘probationary year’ for all new appointees before induction was put into effect, but 
Lord Baltimore’s favourites seem to have been exempt from this measure.  In 1768, 
the House of Delegates put forward the Ecclesiastical Courts Bill stipulating that the 
governor should nominate three laymen and three clergymen to form a court that 
would judge complaints against clergymen, when made by the majority of the vestry 
and the churchwardens of a parish. This bill, however, was never enacted, due to 
Lord Baltimore’s unexpected death. In Virginia, a bill in 1772 proposed the 
establishment of an ecclesiastical committee to supervise the church’s ministers. It 
stipulated that a commission should be constituted, which would have a president, 
four clergymen and a Court of Delegates comprising an equal number of laymen and 
ministers. This bill did not pass because the burgesses adjourned before a final 
decision on it was taken. The fact that these bills did not entrust ecclesiastical 
supervision solely to the clergy or to the Bishop of London, but also included 
members of the laity, points to the fact that the colonial establishments in the 
Chesapeake had developed their own methods of seeking solutions to church-related 
problems. In this instance, Presbyterian- or republican-type methods, instead of 
Episcopal or hierarchical ones, were preferred.
54
 
Finally, it should be stressed that, despite occasional complaints about the 
professionalism and the moral integrity of colonial clergymen, there is no substantial 
evidence to support the assertion that they were particularly negligent in the 
performance of their duties. Admittedly, the large size of the parishes made their task 
far from easy. In Maryland in the 1770s, around fifty men had to serve a population 
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of more than two hundred thousand.
55
 Moreover, prejudices against the ethnic origins 
of the colonial clergy caused a deterioration in the relations between the latter and 
their parishioners. As indicated above, from 1714 until the American Revolution, 
around one-third of the Maryland clergy were Scottish. In Maryland, they were 
perceived as young, ambitious men, tainted with Presbyterian principles because of 
their education - if not because of their initial religious profession – and because they 
barely had a good command of English. On 10 July 1764, in a letter to Cecilius 
Calvert, Horatio Sharpe reflected these prejudices against the Scottish clergy: 
I shall according to your Desire provide for the Revd Mr 
Love who seems. I think to be a decent well behaved Man. I 
wish he may preach as well as he looks & pronounce 
English a little better than the Generality of our Scotch 
Clergymen who hold at present so many of the Benefices in 
the Province that near half the Inhabitants have some Room 
for saying they are obliged to pay their Minister for 
preaching to them in an unknown Tongue. It would be well 
therefore if you could now send us in a few from the English 
Universities since the Inhabitants do not seem fond of 
educating their Children for the Church.
56
 
There seems to be, however, no concrete evidence which would confirm that Scottish 
clergy in Maryland were converts from Presbyterianism or that they were particularly 
unworthy with regard to dispensing their duties.
57
  
It is evident, therefore, that in the course of the eighteenth century the 
colonial church in Virginia and Maryland gradually acquired an American identity of 
its own. This is indicated by the great influx of Scottish, Irish and Welsh, as well as 
America-bred clergymen into the colonial church in the Chesapeake Bay while 
further evidence is afforded by the fact that ministers officiating in that region did 
not share the intellectual eminence of their counterparts in England. Other factors 
also weakened the Church of England in the Chesapeake: salary disputes, such as the 
Parson’s cause in Virginia, and accusations of moral offences against the ministers 
fostered anticlericalism. At the same time, the absence of ecclesiastical courts, which 
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would have effectively resolved these disputes, as well as the large size of parishes, 
made the task of ministers difficult, since they lacked the support that fully-fledged 
hierarchical authorities in their region could have offered them.  
 
Threats to the Church 
 
Despite the considerable increase in the number of Anglican churches and 
clergymen, the growth of non-conformist churches was brisker than that of Anglican 
ones. Between 1700 and 1780, the number of Congregational churches multiplied by 
five times their original number, of Roman Catholics by two and a half times, while 
more considerable expansion took place among the Baptists, Lutherans, and 
Presbyterians. More precisely, between the years 1700 and 1780, the number of 
Baptist and Presbyterian churches increased by almost fourteen and seventeen and a 
half times respectively, with the result that, by 1780, both denominations enjoyed a 
greater number of churches than the Anglicans. As far as the number of the Church 
of England churches is concerned, there were 111 churches in the colonies by 1700, 
246 by 1740, and 406 by 1780. This resulted in a growth rate for the Anglican church 
of only three and a half times for the period 1700-1780. In other words, at the 
beginning of the eighteenth century, Anglicans were in second place regarding the 
number of churches, only surpassed by the Congregationalists. By 1780, they had 
dropped to fourth place behind Congregationalists, Presbyterians and Baptists. By 
then, Congregationalists had 658 religious institutions, most of which were in New 
England; Presbyterians 543, mainly in the middle colonies; the Baptists had 498 and 
the Anglicans 480. In other words, in none of the colonies where the Anglican 
Church was the established church (namely all the colonies south of Pennsylvania 
and New York) did it enlist the majority of the population in its fold. In fact, with the 
possible exception of Virginia, the membership of the Anglican Church did not even 
number fifty per cent of the population.
58
  
With reference to Anglican service to the population, the decline in the 
number of Anglican churches translated into the following: in 1700, Anglican 
churches catered for only one fourth of the colonial population, in 1750 for one sixth, 
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and in 1775 for one ninth.
59
 The ratio of ministers to the population was similarly 
poor. In the Chesapeake, the total white population per minister (of all 
denominations) increased from 1200 in 1700 to over 2000 by the eve of the 
Revolution. The respective numbers for Anglicans were considerably higher, 
however: in 1770, the total population (white and slave) per Anglican minister 
amounted to 5,698 people in all or 3,493 white people. This was comparable to 
developments in the lower South (North Carolina, South Carolina and Georgia), 
where the population per minister ratio had been under 1000 since 1635. This was 
reversed by 1770, when there were over 1500 whites per minister (of all 
denominations), while the number of whites per Anglican minister exceeded 6000.
60
  
A measure of a church’s strength can be its ability to bring new parishioners 
into its fold. The Bray Associates instituted schools in Williamsburg, Fredericksburg, 
Philadelphia and Newport. They were a small group of churchmen who worked with 
the support of the SPG in the 1760s.
61
 These endeavours together with the fact that 
blacks would generally follow the religion supported by their masters and by the 
royal authorities resulted in the majority of black Christians being Anglicans in the 
colonial period. Nevertheless, this should not conceal the fact that only two or three 
thousand blacks out of the half million or so living in the American colonies in the 
years preceding the Revolution were Anglicans. The fact that slaveholders 




The Anglican faith had more appeal to European settlers, Huguenots, Swedes, 
Dutch or German-Lutherans than to African-Americans. Some German immigrants 
to the Virginia backcountry converted to the Anglican Church, because parish taxes 
obliged them to support the parish minister and election to the vestries assured social 
elevation in their communities.
63
 Colonial Huguenot immigrants to colonial America 
preferred the Anglican Church to Congregationalism or Presbyterianism and many 
Dutch were converted to Anglicanism because of the factions within their own 
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church and the confusion generated by the Great Awakening in the Calvinist camp.
64
 
Even so, when compared to Anglicans, dissenters seemed more energetic in the 
conversion of parishioners to the effect that the Church of England increasingly 
appeared weak especially in Virginia but also in the backcountry from Pennsylvania 
to South Carolina.  Given that Calvinist Scots, Ulstermen and German Lutherans 
were, in their majority, converted by dissenters, a map of the geographical 
distribution of religious churches or sects would show Anglicans being restricted to 
coastal towns and long-settled tidewater regions.
65
 With reference to Virginia, in the 
1730s Anglicans were converted to Presbyterianism in Hanover and Louisa Counties, 
while the need for the settlement of the Virginia backcountry encouraged the 
immigration to that region of Scots-Irish Presbyterians and of German Lutherans, 
Reformed, Menonites and Dunkers from the Middle colonies. Besides, Virginia’s 
mercantile relations with Scotland increased from the 1740s onwards, culminating in 
the 1760s, due to favourable trade terms that Scottish merchants were willing to 
accept. This led to Scottish immigration into Virginia, especially to Alexandria, 
Fredericksburg, Richmond, Petersburg, Norfolk and further induced the expansion of 
Presbyterianism in the region.
66
 
In Virginia, foreign immigrants were not the only social group that the 
Church of England lost adherents from. Given the great aristocratic support to the 
Church in that region, it also gradually became less appealing to the poor, many of 
whom defected from it between 1740 and 1760. Under the impetus of the Great 
Awakening, and led by Samuel Morris, they constituted religious communities 
characterised by biblical self-discipline. Samuel Morris wrote a narrative of the 
events, which is a telling example of the religious experiences of the revivalists and 
of their accommodation in a colony where the Church of England was the established 
church: 
In the Year -43, a young Gentleman arrived from Scotland 
with a Book of his Sermons preached in Glasgow, & taken 
from his Mouth in short Hand, which with Difficulty I 
procured. After I had read it with great Liking & Benefit, I 
invited my Neighbours to come & hear it; and the Plainness, 
Popularity, & Fervency of the Discourses, being peculiarly 
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fitted to affect our unimproved Minds, and the Lord 
rendering the Word efficacious, many were convinced of 
their undone Condition, and constrained to seek Deliverance 
with the greatest Solicitude. A considerable Number 
convened every Sabbath to hear these Sermons, instead of 
going to Church, and frequently on Week Days. The 
Concern of some was so passionate and violent, that they 
could not avoid crying out, weeping bitterly, & c. and that 
when such Indications of religious Concern were so strange 
and ridiculous, that they could not be occasioned by 
Example or Sympathy, and the Affectation of them would 
have been so unprofitable an Instance of Hypocricy, that 
none could be tempted to it… having never been 
accustomed to social extempore Prayer, none of us durst 
attempt it in Company. By this single Mean sundry were 
solemnly awakened, and the Conduct ever since is a living 
Attention of the Continuance and happy Issue of their 
Impressions. When the Report of these Sermons and the 
Effects occasioned by reading them was spread Abroad, I 
was invited to several Places to read them, at a considerable 




The weaknesses described in the previous section, including the absence of 
bishops, the large size of parishes, and anticlericalism, inevitably translated into low 
numbers of Church of England adherents in America, in general, and the Chesapeake 
Bay colonies, in particular. This becomes evident when comparing it to the appeal 
that other churches, such as the Congregationalist, the Baptist and the Presbyterian, 
had in colonial America. The Church of England in Virginia and Maryland did not 
seem appealing to the poor or to black people. At the same time its confinement to 
the seaboard towns along the east American coast meant that such vast regions as the 
Virginia backcountry were predominantly Presbyterian.  
 
The Political Message of the Church 
 
James Blair and Thomas Bray (1656-1730) had laid the foundations of the political 
ideology and theology of the Church in the Chesapeake. Following the parent 
institution, the Virginian Church was Arminian in its beliefs.
68
 Blair and Bray 
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promulgated the traditional Anglican idea of one’s freedom of will to choose God’s 
command and of the attainment of moral happiness through works, faith, and God’s 
grace. These views were contained in such works as Bray’s Catechetical Lectures, a 
copy of which could be found in nearly every Episcopalian library in America. The 
same ideas were also adopted by High Church Episcopalians in the northern 
colonies, such as George Keith, John Checkley and others. These northern 
Episcopalians further emphasized the notion of responsibility for human actions in 
order to refute the Congregationalists who insisted on God directing human history 
after the fall of Adam. They had inherited the seventeenth-century Anglican belief in 
human free will within a stratified national church. In this sense, the main stabilising 
factor in society was the obedience that was due to God, king, lords, and bishops. On 
the other hand, the Puritan idea of God’s irresistible grace and of the perseverance of 
the saints could lead to actions in the name of God that would still potentially be to 
the detriment of temporal powers and social harmony.
69
 Consequently, the 
distinctiveness of Anglicanism lay in the moderation of its beliefs - the so-called via 
media -, as opposed to the extremities of Catholic liturgical worship, Evangelical 
enthusiasm and the dryness of atheism or deism. 
The Anglican belief in the moralising and socially stabilising effect of 
government and of traditional authorities emanated from the doctrines of passive 
obedience and non-resistance. They were the main props of the civil theology of the 
High Church Tory party in the late seventeenth century and they remained prevalent 
until well into the eighteenth.
70
 The sermons of James Blair and Jonathan Boucher, 
who between 1762 and 1775 officiated in Hanover, King George’s county, Virginia, 
and in St. Anne’s in Annapolis respectively, propagated these ideas. Non-resistance 
involved the compliance to governmental orders, as well as the belief in the merits of 
the political structure established at the time. Passive obedience did not signify the 
obedience to any governmental order that would infringe God’s laws, such as the 
declaration of an unjust war but rather that the passive endurance of any kind of civil 
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punishment for not following such orders was preferable to complying with the 
wishes of the monarch or to taking up arms in opposition.
71
 
Anglicanism was perceived as especially suitable for promoting social 
deference and harmony. Richard Allestree’s The Whole Duty of Man (1663) was the 
standard Anglican educational tract in this period.
72
 The theory of the ‘great chain of 
being’ led to the idea that compliance to governmental rules was a civil duty, that 
sustained social welfare and supported the doctrines of passive obedience and non-
resistance. Passages in the scriptures were understood as embracing such thinking. In 
this order of dependencies, the king, the head of civil and ecclesiastical authorities, 
was perceived as the superintendent or vicegerent of God on earth, controlling the 
temporal laws. In the Church’s rites of passage this was symbolised by the fact that 
Anglican ministers swore allegiance to the king both before becoming deacons and 
before being ordained priests.
73
  
In the Chesapeake, the Revolution of 1688-9 did not produce the great 
divisions that it produced in the parent country between the Non-jurors and those 
who accepted the change of monarch. The providential right of kings, rather than the 
divine or the indefeasible right, was an idea that gained consensus after 1689. In 
Maryland, an ‘Association in arms for the defence of the Protestant Religion, and for 
the Asserting the Right of King William and Queen Mary to the Province of 
Maryland and all the English Dominions’ was organised in April 1689, under the 
leadership of the former Anglican minister, John Coode (1648-1708). It contended 
against the claims of the Quakers and the Catholics for power in political and civil 
affairs, especially at a time when rumours of an alliance between the Catholics and 
the Indians were rampant. Coode and his followers, however, did not receive much 
support from those Anglicans who held posts under the Calverts because the former 
directly attacked the Governor and the proprietary interest.
 74
 
The great religious divisions between Catholics, Episcopalians, Presbyterians 
and Quakers in Maryland are emphasised by the fact that, until 1700, the 
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Episcopalians would not allow the Toleration Act towards non-conformists and the 
Bill of Rights to be enacted into law.
 
 The prudent and conciliatory endeavours of 
Thomas Bray led to the rejection of the obligatory use of the Book of Common 
Prayer in all church services in order to satisfy non-conformists. It was only under 




In Virginia, the leading clergymen were more tolerant towards non-
conformists than in Maryland. James Blair believed that Anglicans shared the same 
religious heritage with the other American Protestants and, in this way, that there 
were points of agreement between them. In this sense, he welcomed the evangelist 
George Whitefield, who visited the colonies in the 1740s. Samuel Morris, a 
‘Bricklayer’, member of Samuel Davies’s congregation, the Presbyterian minister in 
Hanover County, Virginia, gave an account of this incident:  
The Reverend Mr. Whitefield had been in Virginia, I think, 
in the Year 1740, and at the Invitation of the Rev. Mr. Blair, 
our late Commissary, had preached in Williamsburg, our 
Metropolis, about 60 Miles from Hanover. His Fame was 
much spread abroad, as a very warm and alarming Preacher; 
which made such of us in Hanover, as had been awakened, 
very eager to see & hear him; but as he left the Colony 




Whitefield’s views were influenced by those Calvinist ideas that were 
rejected by seventeenth-century High Churchmen. The most important of his 
principles were free forgiveness, salvation by grace through faith alone, and the 
persistence of the saints. He denounced new birth and regeneration through Baptism, 
ideas which Congregationalist clergymen such as Timothy Cutler in Yale had 
adopted.
77
 Whitefield equally opposed, however, the High Church moral law as 
expressed in the Whole Duty of Man.
78
 The fact that, until the 1790s, Whitefield and 
Methodism had never denied the importance of the Anglican liturgy, the Thirty-Nine 
Articles, the importance of ecclesiastical hierarchy, and, generally, the notion of a 
National Church points to the idea that they should be understood as reviving 
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Anglican piety and as correcting the abuses of the Anglican Church, rather than 
antagonising it. It was the propagation of a strong personal faith and the trust in the 
free forgiveness of a benevolent God to sinners that explain most adequately 
Whitefield’s success.
79
 In Virginia, some eminent evangelists within the church 
adopted elements from Whitefield’s thought. Those included Devereux Jarratt, Mary 
Randolph Meade and Frances Tasker Carter, wife of Robert Carter. Whitefield had a 
great impact on the religious thought in such lower southern colonies as South 
Carolina and also had many supporters within the Anglican laity, especially in the 
middle and southern colonies: in Georgia, in South Carolina, in Newcastle and 
Lewis, Delaware, in Oxford, Pennsylvania, and in New Jersey in particular.
80
  
In the same light should also be perceived the adoption of the ideological 
tools of natural theology, which marked intellectual advancements in the College of 
William and Mary during the immediate pre-revolutionary years.
81
 Its professors, 
Thomas Gwatkin and Samuel Henley, found loyal supporters in such students as 
William Leigh, James Madison (cousin of the later United States President), and 
Samuel Shields. James Madison’s sermon on Founders’ Day, in August 1772, 
endorsed Henley’s method of examining Revelation through reason. Madison 
asserted that ‘the theoretical Knowledge of Mankind is susceptible of daily 
Improvement, of Refinements which not only sublimate Religion, but every Science 
that glows in the Poet, or shines in the Philosopher.’
82
 This development should be 
viewed as an effort to remain in tune with contemporary trends of thought, especially 
those cultivated in the University of Cambridge, rather than as an attempt to 
propagate deism or atheism.  
The fact that the ideas of the Glorious Revolution with is implications for the 
succession of dynasty and toleration towards non-conformists gradually gained 
ground in the Chesapeake suggests that, by the 1760s, the colonial clergy of the 
Church of England in the Chesapeake subscribed to conservative Whig policies, 
rather to Tory ones. The thought of Charles Inglis, rector and curate of Trinity 
Church, New York (1766-1783), is a telling example: while trying to avoid the 
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political polarisation within the colonists and his own Church, Inglis thought that the 
Americans should be cautious not to undermine, through their fight for 
independence, the liberties gained by the Glorious Revolution of 1688-89. He 
believed that a stratified society involving the prerogatives of a hereditary aristocracy 
and monarchy, which patriots such as John Adams and Thomas Jefferson attacked, 
guaranteed political order and social tranquillity. Conservative Whig episcopalians 
believed that such stability was especially encouraged by the Church, since it 
instructed its members to lead a moral life within a hierarchically-structured society, 
superintended by God. This group of conservative Whig episcopalians was arguably 
stronger in New England and in the middle colonies, where it had to contend with the 
dissenting majority of the population. In the Chesapeake, its main representative was 
Jonathan Boucher, but it also found supporters in Henry Addison, Bennet Allen, 
Thomas Bacon and Thomas Gwatkin.
83
 
It becomes evident, then, that Anglican theologians in the colonies had 
adopted the main seventeenth-century tenets of the Church of England: freedom of 
will, responsibility for human actions, and passive obedience and non-resistance. 
Anglicanism, through its moral doctrine of the ‘Great Chain of Being’ was deemed 
particularly suited to promote social deference and harmony. In correspondence with 
political theology in the mother country, colonial Anglican theorists of the 1760s 
subscribed to conservative Whig ideas, as opposed to Tory ones. They believed in 
the providential right of kings as established with the Glorious Revolution and in the 
authority of a hereditary aristocracy and monarchy within a stratified society. 
Moreover, the success that George Whitefield enjoyed in the colonies and Samuel 
Henley’s adoption of natural theology reflected corresponding developments in 
England, such as the rise of Methodism and of Cambridge latitudinarianism as 
exhibited in the thought of William Paley. 
 
Divine Services, Lay Piety and Patterns of Church Construction 
 
Frequent descriptions of the colonial Church of England - mostly by its evangelical 
enemies - which have been reproduced by modern scholars, emphasise the laxity 
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with which Church of England services and rites were observed. The Anglican 
clergyman, Hugh Jones, in his account of The Present State of Virginia (1719) 
accused Blair of introducing such practices as parsons not always wearing white 
surplices over their gowns on communion Sundays
84
 and people receiving 
communion in their seats. Jones’ words are eloquent on this: ‘Every minister is kind 
of independent in his own parish, in respect of some little particular circumstances 
and customs.’
85
 These accounts were mainly reproduced in 1982 by the influential 
historian Rhys Isaac in his study of Virginian religiosity 
86
 and in 1986 by Dell 
Upton, in his study of Virginian churches.
87
 According to these critical descriptions 
of the worship in Virginian churches, the celebration of Holy Communion took place 
only from once a month to three times a year, the latter case being the most frequent 
one. Moreover, the musical parts of Holy Communion would be spoken, instead of 
sung, the rest of the liturgy and the sermon would be delivered in a monotonous way, 
and leading gentlemen would enter the church only in the time for the sermon.
88
  
Modern research, however, has made an attempt to redress this flawed image 
of the Virginian Church, pointing to the fact that the existing evidence does not fully 
corroborate these assertions. Elements of formality and informality might have been 
present in the way church services were conducted and attended in colonial 
Chesapeake, but these should not obscure the elements of orthodoxy in worship, nor 
suggest that the colonial laity was less pious than these in England. More 
specifically, vestry accounts from the half-century preceding the American 
Revolution show that vestries regularly catered for the surplices of their parsons and 
that, while it is possible that in some tidewater parishes, leading gentlemen would 
come into the church late, this was only shortly after the beginning of the service and 
certainly much earlier than the delivery of the sermon.
89
 Moreover, the frequency of 
the church services largely reflected what was the norm in eighteenth-century 
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England. Finally, colonial church buildings, though not being elaborately decorated, 
contained features that fully stressed the hierarchical, Episcopal elements of the 
Church of England. 
In the Chesapeake, the sheer size of the parishes dictated one Sunday 
morning service - instead of a morning and an evening one, as prescribed in the Book 
of Common Prayer - normally starting at eleven o’clock. It should be noted that a 
single Sunday service was also the practice in England, especially in the south and 
east of the country.
90
 Anglican faith was based on the Bible and its liturgy, which 
interpreted it, evolved around the 1662 revision of the Book of Common Prayer, a 
book, which has been praised for its ultimate rational piety. This provided for a 
liturgy with a coherent, regular and solemn character that efficiently catered for the 
spiritual needs of the parishioners at the time. Variations from the prescribed liturgy 
certainly existed, but their extent is not identifiable from the existing evidence.
91
  
A usual morning service comprised the Morning Prayer, the Litany and Ante-
Communion or ‘Altar Prayer’, and the sermon or homily. The Morning Prayer 
started with a solemn phrase from the scripture. In the colonies, Holy Communion 
would take place three or four times a year.
92
 This was a deviation from what was the 
practice in England, where Holy Communion was celebrated at least once a month in 
towns and urban centres.
93
 The ‘New Version’ of metrical psalms by Tate and 
Brandy was the main source from which psalms for the services of the Church of 
England were derived. The psalms were sung by the congregation in unison or in 
octaves, while seated, after a first signal given by the minister. The first edition of the 
Book of Common Prayer, which contained the ‘New Version’ by Tate and Brandy, 
was to be used when performing this task.
94
 
Numerous are the examples of the exhibition of lay piety. Frequent were the 
injunctions in the sermons of ministers in the Chesapeake for personal prayer and 
devotion, while the diaries of William Byrd II and of John Blair of Williamsburg 
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illustrate that these commands made a lasting impression on the minds of eighteenth-
century wealthy Virginians.
95
 The fervour with which the parishioners of Coventry 
parish in Maryland protested against the rejection of their petition to appoint Thomas 
B. Chandler as minister in their parish, the vigorous opposition of church adherents 
in St. Anne’s, St. James’s and All Saints’ parishes (Maryland) to pluralism and to the 
performance of services by curates, as well as the rejection in 1772 of Samuel 
Henley, suspected of heterodoxy, as rector for the Bruton parish Church,
96
 all 
demonstrate that lay piety was not lacking in the Chesapeake, at least as far as the 
socially privileged were concerned.  
Anglican Church architecture in the Chesapeake was based on English 
prototypes. There were two main types: the rectangular and the cruciform. Because 
of the shortage of funds, the majority of the churches were relatively small: about 30 
feet by 50 feet. They were not elaborately ornamented places of worship.
97
 They had 
white walls with simple, clear glass windows, rather than stained ones, which was 
the norm in England. Churches with screens and the imposing towers and steeples of 
the English gothic churches were relatively rare, but not entirely non-existent, as 
Bruton Parish church, Williamsburg, Elizabeth City Parish church, Hampton, and 
Christ Church, Alexandria in Virginia and St. Andrew’s Church, Leonardtown, 
Maryland, all suggest.
98
 Efforts were made, nevertheless, to decorate appropriately 
what was destined to be the ‘house of God’: arches, vaultings, pediments, buttresses, 
sculpted fonts and altar tables placed on a pedestal are indicative of the desire of the 
colonists to imitate church buildings and furnishings in England.
99
  
In addition, arrangements for the inside of church buildings properly 
emphasised the Episcopal character of the worship. The wooden altar was situated in 
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the east of the nave, surrounded by a railed chancel, namely a chancel with a set of 
railings, sometimes ornate and frequently of marble or wood. Inside the chancel was 
the communion table, on which a copy of the Scriptures and the Prayer Book were 
placed. On communion Sunday, the chalice, paten, flagon, and alms basin stood on a 
table, covered with a comely linen cloth. The Decalogue, Apostles’ Creed, and 
Lord’s Prayer were often written on tablets hanging on the wall on each side of the 
chancel, a structure which often took imposing, elaborate forms. The font would be 
situated close to the west end of the church. In the centre of the nave, there was a 
three-level pulpit, as was the trend in eighteenth-century England, rather than one 
built on a single level. It was a wooden structure that also comprised a reading desk 
and a clerk’s stall. The minister would conduct the liturgical part of the service from 
the reading desk and he would deliver the sermon from the pulpit desk. The pews of 
a high square shape were assigned to families according to their social standing. The 
richest and most powerful ones were seating at the front or in a place with a good 
view of the pulpit. In this way, the seating in a church on Sundays would clearly 
reveal the social stratification in the Chesapeake tidewater parishes.
100
 
It can be concluded, then, that, far from being lax, the Church of England in 
the colonies of the Chesapeake Bay strove to emulate English prototypes. This 
becomes evident in the care with which the vestries tended parish affairs, in the 
frequency of services bearing many similarities with the English patterns and in the 
numerous examples of lay piety. Moreover, both church architecture and decoration 
resembled the styles adopted in English churches. 
 
A Lay-dominated, Somnolent Church? 
      
In the years immediately preceding the American Revolution, Samuel Henley was 
one of the disaffected in William and Mary College. He was a former non-conformist 
minister from outside Cambridge who had been ordained an Anglican minister. His 
preaching of dissenting notions was not accepted in Virginia.
 101
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In the early 1770s, Henley was attacked as a heretic and a Socinian because 
his sermons included ideas denouncing the doctrine of the Trinity and depriving 
Jesus of his divinity.
102
 He also believed in annihilation, namely the idea that in life 
after death the sinful people would be totally destroyed, repudiating, thus, the 
conventional doctrine of redemption.
103
 For this reason, on 12 June 1772, Henley 
was rejected as a rector for the Bruton parish church by the rigorously orthodox 
majority in the vestry. Henley, influenced by the spirit of the Enlightenment, 
encouraged men to use their own reason, even when judging religious doctrines. He 
exalted ‘these modern ages of free enquiry’ and the opportunity of advancement in 
all sciences that his time offered.
104
 According to him, Revelation was to be tested by 
rational criteria, while truth was only what was not contradictory to reason.
105
 The 
fact that, in Virginia, Henley was denied the rectory of Bruton parish, that the 
parishioners of Coventry parish, Maryland, vigorously claimed the right to be 
officiated over by a minister who had morally and doctrinally upright views, as 
detailed above, and that there was strong opposition to pluralism among the church 
adherents in the St. Anne’s, St. James’s and All Saints’ parishes, Maryland, all 
indicate that the Church of England in the Chesapeake was far from being 
somnolent.  
The vigour of the Church of England, whether in the Chesapeake, or in the 
colonies as a whole, could not match or surpass that of the parent institution. The 
colonial Church failed to have an impact on new immigrants, as potential adherents, 
and in the regions where the birth rate was high, the Church of England was weak. 
The strengthening of long-established parishes concealed, in this way, weaknesses in 
the institutional structure that the seventeenth century had bestowed on the 
eighteenth-century colonial Church of England.
106
 There were elements in the 
religious life in the Chesapeake, however, which unmistakeably reflected the 
strength of the Anglican Church in England. This was expressed in the work of 
missionary societies, such as the SPG, in the active involvement of the colonial elite 
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in church affairs and in those intellectual developments that occurred in the colonies 
in tune with the age of reason. These conditions moulded the particular character of 
the Church of England in colonial Virginia and Maryland, which can be best 
described as distinctly ‘Chesapeakean’: it retained the main features of the Anglican 
church as experienced in the mother country, such as the importance of the liturgy in 
worship, lay piety, and the influence of patrons or the elite in church affairs. 
Nevertheless, factors intrinsically ‘Chesapeakean’ or American, such as the diverse 
religious and ethnic roots of the ministers, the distance from an ecclesiastical and 
temporal hierarchy with vested interests in civil administration and the increased role 
of the vestries in church administration, were also present. These were the elements 
that ensured the preservation of the colonial Church of England in the ‘New World’, 
where great religious and ethnic diversity was predominant from its inception. 
Finally, the term ‘Chesapeakean’ should not be used in a sweeping fashion to 
describe the religious characteristics and conditions of the Church of England in 
Virginia and Maryland as a single, homogenous entirety. A proper distinction 
between the two regions, regarding the integral elements of the church should be 
made. In Maryland, greater religious diversity than in Virginia rendered the religious 
establishment more intolerant towards dissenters. Moreover, Anglican clergymen in 
the region, being less dependent on the vestries, could easier develop their own 
independent opinions regarding political and ecclesiastical affairs. Jonathan Boucher, 
the staunchest loyalist supporter in the Chesapeake at the time of the American 
Revolution, mainly officiated in Maryland. The Virginian establishment undeniably 
bore a longer tradition than the one in Maryland and it grouped together more 
numerous adherents. Nevertheless, the united efforts of James Blair and the vestries, 
exercised such great control over the clergymen in the region that the latter were 
hesitant to express independent ideas about religious and political issues. In this way, 
clergymen in Virginia increasingly gave the impression that they were addressing but 
the upper social classes, failing, therefore, to have an impact on the whole population 
or to influence their religious practices and political ideas.  






Anglicanism in the Pre-Revolutionary Chesapeake, ca. 1760-1774. 
 
 
This chapter aims to investigate the influence of Anglican political theology and 
doctrine on the thought of statesmen and clergymen of that persuasion living in the 
Chesapeake in the years prior to the outbreak of the hostilities between Britain and 
her North American colonies. This will be done through an examination of the 
responses of prominent Anglicans towards events that attracted public attention 
during these years. These included the Episcopal controversy, the Parson’s cause in 
Virginia, and the Proclamation controversy in Maryland. The extent to which the 
seventeenth-century orthodox high-church theory of the divine origin of society and 
its laws permeated the thought of Chesapeakean Anglicans is the main concern of 
this thesis. Jonathan Boucher, an English clergyman who officiated both in Virginia 
and in Maryland during those years, wrote his View of the Causes and Consequences 
of the American Revolution (1797). In the United States, this is the text most 
influenced by the celebrated notions of passive obedience and non-resistance towards 
the civil authorities, a doctrine, which formed an integral part of the traditional 
Anglican theory about the divine nature of society. In this chapter Boucher’s essay is 
used as a means of examining how Anglican ideas in the colonies, as expressed by 
the colonial clergy and laity of the established church, converged with or diverged 
from those in England.    
 
The Episcopal Plan 
 
In the seventeenth and first half of the eighteenth century, there were frequent 
expressions of the need for a resident bishop in the American colonies. For example, 
in 1638, the plans of Archbishop Laud for a bishop in New England were frustrated 
by the Bishops’ Wars in Scotland. In December 1713, the ministers, churchwardens 
and vestry of King’s Chapel, Boston, sent a petition addressed to the queen, 
supported by Governor Nicholson, while petitions from New York, New England 
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and Rhode Island also reached the parent country. Furthermore, in 1725 and in 1727, 
clergymen from Connecticut sent addresses to the king and the ‘Society for the 
Propagation of the Gospel’, but these petitions failed to receive the desired response, 
possibly due to the influence of Walpole and the Whigs, who were opposed to any 
action that might cause religious and political strife within the empire. On 20 
February 1741, Thomas Secker, bishop of Oxford, ostensibly embraced the cause of 
the colonists by delivering the annual sermon of the SPG on this matter. Secker was 
one of the most energetic supporters of the plan in England at that period and the 
years to come, when he was joined in his efforts by Thomas Sherlock, who became 
bishop of London in 1748.
1
 The attempts of both prelates proved abortive, however, 
mainly because of the opposition from dissenters and the low-church party in the 
parent country.  
In the second half of the eighteenth century, the plan for the establishment of 
a bishop in America was largely due to the initiative of the Elizabeth Town clerical 
Convention of 1766. This was explained in detail in Thomas Bradbury Chandler’s An 
Appeal to the Public in Behalf of the Church of England (1767). Chandler advocated 
the institution of primitive bishops, in the sense that they would only have had the 
power of ordination, confirmation, consecration and visitation, without titles, the 
receiving of tithes, or the organization of ecclesiastical courts.
2
 Dissenters were quick 
to express their opposition in the press. Their main fear was that the Massachusetts 
and Connecticut Congregational establishments would be overturned in favour of the 
Anglican Church. For New England dissenters, the bishop’s campaign aroused 
memories of the seventeenth century, when Archbishop William Laud had intended a 
bishop for New England and, also, schemed to institute bishops and standardize the 
use of Prayer Book in Scotland. Dissenters, then, were not far from arguing that the 
institution of a bishop in America would threaten religious liberty there, since they 
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These fears of dissenters in New England were exacerbated by disputes 
between Congregationalists and Anglicans, which occurred in the years immediately 
preceding the Episcopal plan: in 1763, Congregationalists in Massachusetts voted an 
Indian Missions Act that the Privy Council rejected mainly because Archbishop 
Secker resisted it. In retaliation, an initiative coming from the Anglican camp to 
found a college, named Queens, in the Berkshires, Massachusetts, was blocked by 
the assembly. Moreover, Anglicans in Massachusetts and Connecticut protested that 
they were refused church taxes, which they had the right to collect even on occasions 
when their ministers were absent.
4
 After bishop of Landaff John Ewer’s annual SPG 
sermon, advocating a bishopric in America, and the publication of Chandler’s Appeal 
in 1767, the bishop’s controversy was transformed to a newspaper and pamphlet 
confrontation with Congregational minister Jonathan Mayhew of Boston being the 
main protagonist.
5
 Mayhew was one of the first to associate the Stamp Act and the 
other ‘tyrannical’ British measures with the Episcopal plan in an effort to 
substantiate the fears of the spectre of despotism being unleashed against the 
colonies.
6
   
It becomes, then, evident that the bishop’s campaign further exacerbated the 
tensions between Anglicans and dissenters in New England and in the middle 
colonies. The support of Virginia and Maryland for the Episcopal plan proved crucial 
for its success. The established status of the Church of England in the Chesapeake 
region could have contributed to the success of the scheme and could have 
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complemented the limited support from the New England laity and from the 
Pennsylvania clergy. However, the less than harmonious relations between the laity 





Church and Politics in the Chesapeake 
 
In Virginia, as indicated in chapter two above, it was the vestries - not the proprietor 
– who mainly determined parish affairs. Since the beginning of the eighteenth 
century, the vast majority of these bodies had acquired a self-perpetuating status and 
even contested the right of the governor to induct candidates, through the use of 
yearly contracts and the practice of probationary periods of service, especially after 
the act of October 1748, which calculated clerical salaries on an annual basis and 
fixed them at 16,000 pounds of tobacco. It is telling that in his letter of 14 June 1759 
to the Lords of Trade and Plantations, the bishop of London stated:  
In the same Act of 1758, there is the strongest Confirmation of the 
Clergy’s Right to their full Proportion of Titheables, without any 
Diminution whatsoever, which Provision was meant to silence the 
Complaints of the Clergy against the other Part of the Act; and 
Reason they had to Complain, when, instead of the Royal Authority, 
they were put under the Power of the Vestry and made subject to the 
Humours of the People.
7
   
At that instance, the bishop of London’s understanding of the situation was that the 
Lieutenant-Governor sided with the vestry in order to augment its powers. He held:  
 But one would think, upon Consideration of some late Transactions 
 there, that the Deputy-Governours (sic) thought themselves obliged, 
upon  their first Entrance, to make a Present to the Vestries of the 
 Maintenance of the Clergy, the Jurisdiction of the Prerogative and 
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Under these conditions, it seemed that the only power exercised by the bishop 
of London over the Virginia church was the procurement of licenses to clergymen 
who were to take up office. This becomes evident when considering that, after the 
tenure of Bishop Edmund Gibson (1723-48) in the See of London, no Bishop of 
London ever issued a commission delegating his jurisdiction to a commissary in 
Virginia. A letter of authorization was the most common document that the professed 
commissaries in Virginia would bear after mid-eighteenth century.
9
 The opposition 
of the Virginia laity to any external interference in religious affairs can be portrayed 
in several occurrences, most notable of which is the Parson’s Cause, a dispute over 
clerical salaries that arose between the clergymen and the vestrymen in early 1760s.  
In 1758, the assembly allowed the payment of debts in money instead of 
tobacco, due to the shortage of tobacco, and fixed the rate at 16s:8d per 100 pounds. 
This adjustment was not unusual, since many officials were sometimes paid in 
money instead in tobacco. Nevertheless, the clergy objected to the measure and 
requested the interference of the Bishop of London to ban the law.
10
 The latter’s 
words also reveal the smouldering conflict between the assembly and the crown: 
Here the Case is fully stated: It is admitted, that the 
Maintenance of the Clergy had the King’s Confirmation; and 
that the Governor, by his Instructions, is restrained from 
altering it; but it seems the Act confirmed by his Majesty, 
appointed 16,000 Pounds of Tobacco to each Clergyman. The 
Act upon which this Advice was asked took no Notice of the 
Quantity of Tobacco allowed to the Clergy; but made it 
subject to a Compensation in Money, which was to be rated 
by the very Persons who were liable to the Payment of the 
whole: Upon this Circumstance the Council gave their 
Judgment, and declared it was the Opinion of the Board, that 
this Bill was not contradictory to that Law, insomuch as it by 
no Means lessened the Quantity of Tobacco allowed to the 
Clergy, but made it subject to a Compensation in Money, 
which was to be rated by the very Persons who were liable to 
the Payment of the whole: Upon this Circumstance the 
Council gave their Judgment, and declared it was the Opinion 
of the Board, that this Bill was not contradictory to that Law, 
insomuch as it by no Means lessened the Quantity of Tobacco 
allowed the Clergy, but only ascertained the Price thereof to 
be paid in Money for all Dues, as well to Officers as to the 
Clergy.  
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This Declaration is a formal Judgment in the Case, stated 
between the Authority of the Crown and the Power of the 
Assembly, and subjected the Laws established by the Royal 





On the passing of the 1757 act, the clergy in convention resolved to send the 
Rev John Camm, rector of Newport and York-Hampton parishes and professor of 
divinity at William and Mary College, to England in order to seek its rejection by the 
king.
12
 As a result, not only was the ‘Two Penny Act’ of 1758 overturned, but also 
that of 1755.
13
 In the minds of the clerical authorities in England the ‘Two Penny 
Act’ represented a curtailment of the influence both of the Crown and of the Church 
of England in the plantations, while the colonial elite drew a parallel between the 




The control that was achieved in the 1750s over the House of Burgesses’ 
legislative power encouraged other clergymen to seek redress of their grievances 
regarding financial issues. In 1763, James Maury, rector of Fredericksville parish, 
took legal action in Hanover County Court and succeeded in gaining compensation 
for salary losses. On this occasion, Patrick Henry’s speech in favour of the vestry 
convinced the judge to grant only one penny as indemnity to the clergyman. John 
Camm decided, then, to publicize his convictions and a pamphlet disputation began 
with his A Single and Distinct View of the Act Vulgarly Called the Two Penny Act 
(1763), in turn answered by Landon Carter’s The Rector Detected (1764) and by 
Richard Bland’s The Colonel Dismounted, or the Rector Vindicated (1764). Through 
their writings, Carter and Bland represented the vestry. They criticized the clergy for 
seeking to acquire a privileged status above that of common subjects, because of the 
requests the clerics put forward. Moreover, Bland commented on the matter of 
Britain’s relations with the colonies. He held that the colonists had the right to 
manage their own internal affairs and that this was derived either from their English 
                                                 
11
 Ibid., p. v. 
12
 John Camm later became commissary of the Bishop of London and was also president of the 
College of William and Mary, between 1771-1777. 
13
 Landon Carter, A letter to the Right Reverend father in God, the Lord B----p of L-----n (London, 
1760), pp. 58-60.  
14
 Ibid., pp. 11-12, 33. 
 84 
origins or from their unconquered status as Americans. This reasoning was portrayed 
in the Virginia Council’s resolve that the veto exercised by the royal authorities over 
colonial laws readjusting the payment of salaries and debts should not represent an 
annulment of those acts.
15
  
Bland’s writings betray his views on the Anglican clergy. He was inclined to 
grant the clergy an instructional role – instead of a sacerdotal one - but he denied 
them preferential treatment above what other citizens received. He claimed: ‘They 
[The Ministers] stand upon the same Level with other Men, and are not superior to 
them, as I know of, either in Station or Learning’.
16
 He, then, made his point clearer: 
‘the Clergy, it must be confessed, is of great Consideration in the State; as Instructors 
of the People in that Religion upon which the Salvation of Souls depends, they ought 
to be held in high Estimation; but yet the Preservation of the Community is to be 
preferred even to them’.
17
 Moreover, he believed in the Anglican ideal of proceeding 
in an orderly manner. He condemned what he described as the ‘riotous’ behaviour of 
the clergy when the latter protested against the ‘Two Penny Act’.
18
 Similarly, 
Landon Carter declared that: ‘extremities, be they ever so legal or justifiable, could 
never have procured the End proposed’.
19
 
Another cause for dispute between the clergy and laymen in Virginia of the 
late 1770s was the commissary’s claim to be the only person to suggest candidates to 
the bishops in England for ordination, regardless of the will of the vestry. For 
example, James Ogilvie was supported by Thomas Jefferson and the vestrymen of 
Orange parish but was not favoured by commissary James Horrocks. Horrocks 
refused to support Ogilvie and wrote to Bishop Terrick advising him to refuse 
Ogilvie his ordination. Not only Jefferson, however, but also Peyton Randolph, 
attorney-general for Virginia, and Thomas Adams, Virginia’s agent in London, sided 
with Ogilvie. Jefferson expressed his personal disgust over Horrocks’ behaviour. 
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In Maryland, the House of Delegates had formed the country faction, which 
from 1739 onwards had opposed the proprietary prerogative in several ways: they 
attacked numerous taxes benefiting the proprietor and the governor, including the 
tonnage duty, the hogshead tax, and the proclamation fees, which counterfeited the 
stipulations of the charter. During these disputes, the country faction developed 
tactics that assured its victory over the proprietary or court faction and over Britain in 
the 1770s. When Robert Eden replaced Governor Horatio Sharpe in 1769, a new 
effort was launched by the country party to lower the incomes enjoyed by the 
proprietor, his officials, and the colonial secretary. The relinquishment of license fees 
by the proprietor can be deemed as a victory for the country party.  
In 1773, in his response to the so-called ‘Proclamation Controversy’, when 
the determination of officers’ fees by the proprietor alone was contested by the 
country faction, Daniel Dulany presented a typically loyalist line of argument 
coloured by Anglican principles: the reaction to unconstitutional measures should be 
in correspondence with the severity of the abuses perpetrated by the temporal 
authorities. He thought that the country faction had no right reason for complaint, 
since in Britain the king himself determined the fees of officers in his government 
and that right was conferred on the proprietor in Maryland by the king. This was the 
case, in the same manner, in New York, as well, where the governor and his council 
solely, without the concurrence of the lower house of assembly, established the fees. 
Dulany emphatically declared: ‘if oppressed, they [the people] must feel the 
oppression – if they are not [oppressed] let them not be persuaded by this political 
quack to think they are’.
21
 In this sense, Dulany regarded the resolves of the lower 
house in Maryland as evidence of ‘intemperate vehemence’.
22
 Anglican loyalists had 
a strong sense of their Protestant identity. In 1765, Daniel Dulany had professed to 
be an ‘Englishman’ and in his dispute with Charles Carroll of Carrollton during the 
proclamation controversy, he professed to be a Protestant, as opposed to his 
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adversary who as a Catholic, was -Dulany claimed - not allowed to criticize the 
political system, which actually provided toleration of his views.
23
 
During these disputes in early 1770s in Maryland, the church establishment 
came under attack. In 1771-1772, the lawyers Samuel Chase and William Paca 
questioned the validity of Maryland’s church establishment. They offered to defend 
gratis anyone who, convinced by their arguments, declined to pay taxes towards the 
established church. In 1773, in Charles County, such a case was taken to court and 
redress was achieved. In the same year, the assembly passed a measure declaring the 
Act of Establishment of 1702 unconstitutional, but the upper house rejected this bill. 
A new church tax reduced the poll tariff from forty to thirty pounds of tobacco and 
set a rate of four shillings per poll for the payment of the tax with the consequence 
that clerical salaries were decreased by between one-fifth and one-half. Any attempts 
to legally overturn the act proved unsuccessful.
24
  
What best explains Virginia’s opposition to the Episcopal plan is the close 
identification of religious with political authorities in this region. In this sense, it was 
very frequent for a vestryman to be member of the House of Burgesses or hold one 
of the following less prestigious offices: county clerk, county surveyor, coroner, 
tobacco inspector, collector of customs, or militia officer. Indicative of this is the fact 
that, in 1765, at least half members of the House of Burgesses were also vestrymen, a 
proportion which seems to have diminished only slightly by 1775. In addition, 
between 1757 and 1775, almost three out of four of those who became Burgesses and 
vestrymen had also worked as county justices. In this way, the Virginia laity had 
developed independent ways to administer the religious and political affairs of the 
colony to the extent that they successfully resisted the authority of the governor and 
the bishop of London. Consequently, any potential interference from a resident 
bishop - even one with limited, spiritual powers - was inevitably perceived as an 
affront to the aforesaid prerogatives of the colonial laity.
25
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In Maryland, the disputes between the court faction, which favoured the 
proprietor, and the country faction, which was largely constituted by the colony’s 
gentry, checked the progress of the Episcopal campaign. During those disputes, 
which erupted between 1739 and 1773, the country faction assumed the role of the 
parliament and the court faction that of proprietary representatives. As a result of the 
turmoil, the established church emerged weakened. By the late 1760s the court 
faction had already lost some of its prestige, due to the attacks it had received from 
the country faction during the controversies caused by the Stamp Act and the 
Townshend Duties. A bishop was, then, perceived as an attack on proprietary 
prerogatives. 
 
The Episcopal Campaign in the Chesapeake 
 
Dr Myles Cooper, president of King’s College, New York, and Robert McKean, SPG 
missionary in New Jersey, had aimed to convince Maryland’s governor, Horatio 
Sharpe (1753-69), and the colony’s clergymen of the usefulness of an American 
bishopric within the Church of England in colonial America.
26
 In Maryland, the 
proprietor had the chief role in ministerial selection and clerical law-making, to the 
extent that the will of the vestry counted for little. On the contrary, in Virginia, the 
vestry had become powerful, especially from 1725 onwards. These circumstances 
weakened the standing of the clergy in both colonies and placed it in a permanent 
defensive position. Moreover, the need for appeal to the royal and religious 
authorities in England for the success of the Episcopal plan – in the midst of the 
mounting conflict between Britain and the colonies – minimized the chances of 
success of the scheme. The staunch supporters of the bishop campaign were those 
clergymen who were involved in disputes over remuneration with the colonial elite. 
It seems that they were the only ones dedicated to Britain and, at the same time, bold 
enough to resist the lay authorities in the colonies.
27
 
In Maryland, any stance in clear favour of a bishopric, would have aroused 
the opposition of the governor, the proprietor, and the assembly and would, thus, 
have further weakened the position of the church. As a result, among the Maryland 
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clergy, only Henry Addison, Bennet Allen and Jonathan Boucher favoured the 
Episcopal campaign.
28
 Virginia - almost inevitably – saw a swelling wave of 
anticlericalism, since the clerical plea to the English authorities during the Parson’s 
cause was not favoured by the leading statesmen in the colony. This, coupled with 
the growing tension between Britain and her colonies over taxation, fostered hostile 
conditions for an Episcopal plan to flourish in the region during the later years of the 
1760s. Telling is the fact that, in Virginia, only James Horrocks and John Camm 
showed committed support to the bishop campaign.
29
 
In the 1760s, the initial resistance to the Episcopal campaign in Maryland was 
spearheaded by Governor Horatio Sharpe. When a petition of eight clergymen was 
presented to him, Sharpe refused to accept it as a product of the deliberations of the 
whole body of the clergy. He promised, however, to bring the petition before the 
assembly. The latter refused to send the petition to England for further consideration, 
but, in spite of this decision, it was sent. Upon receiving knowledge of this fact, Lord 
Baltimore instructed Governor Sharpe not to allow the clergy to assemble again for 
any purpose whatsoever.
30
 Despite the acknowledgement of the need for the services 
of a bishop, it was then feared that secular powers would have been gradually 




Nevertheless, the clergy managed to meet in Maryland in August 1768, at 
which time Sharpe was in the process of being replaced as governor by Robert Eden. 
With the aim of organizing a Society for the Relief of Ministerial Widows and 
Orphans, Addison, Allen and Boucher called a convention of the clergy, wherein 
petitions for the establishment of a bishopric were prepared. Under the leadership of 
Jonathan Boucher, former tutor in Virginia, and then, rector at St. Anne’s parish, in 
Annapolis, Maryland, nine clergymen signed the aforementioned petition and stated 
that they intended to circulate the text to the king, the bishop of London and the 
proprietor. Governor Eden then suggested that this text be submitted to the Assembly 
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for consideration, but three clergymen replied in writing that it was intended only for 
his examination. It seems, thus, that the clerical support for the Johnson-Chandler 
Episcopal plan was not steadfast and that it aroused the opposition of the Maryland 
gentry, as the antagonism between Boucher and the Dulanys of St. Anne’s parish 
exhibits.  
Boucher’s relocation to Prince George County should not be perceived as 
irrelevant to these events. His sermon ‘On the American Episcopate’ shortly after 
occasioned the attack of the aforementioned vestrymen, Samuel Chase and William 
Paca, who publicly reproached him for an overbearing attitude towards the vestry. 
They also argued that common law was against the institution of bishops. These 
incidents famously induced him to preach with a pair of loaded pistols placed on the 
cushion of his pulpit. Regarding the Episcopal cause, Boucher believed that he was 
obliged to perform his duty to do what he thought was rightful on that occasion and 
not merely to comply with the wishes of the Maryland elite. His description of the 
event is telling: ‘in matters of duty, whatever deference I owed to their opinions, or 
however much I was bound to them in gratitude for past favours, or by interest in the 
prospect of future ones, I could allow no man to dictate me.’
32
 The rest of Boucher’s 
career serves as evidence of the seething tension between him and the vestry, which 
was mainly composed by the social elite of the parish: in 1773, he delegated the tasks 
in his parish to a curate and he himself became a curate to Henry Addison, at St. 
John's Parish in Prince George's County. In 1775, with hostilities mounting between 
revolutionaries and loyalists, he decided to return permanently to England.
33
 
The main indication of the prevailing mood of the Maryland clergy towards 
the ecclesiastical and political affairs is their stance towards episcopacy. The 
question on this issue bears clearer examination. In their published attack on 
Boucher, Chase and Paca stated that the majority of the clergy were against the 
institution of a bishop in America. This claim might not have been groundless, since 
John Gordon, rector of St. Michael’s, Talbot County, and David Love, rector of All 
Hallows, Ann Arundel County, both wrote to Walter Dulany that they were 
adamantly opposed to the bishop’s campaign and that they intended to muster the 
support of more clergymen in order to present a counter-petition to the governor. It 
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has not been confirmed whether this action was eventually taken or what Dulany’s 
views were on this matter, but Gordon and Love were evidently persuaded that many 
of their colleagues shared the same sentiments. It can, therefore, be concluded with 
fair certainty that the Episcopal scheme was not heartily received in Maryland.
34
 
In 1771, Thomas Bradbury Chandler entreated Virginian Anglicans to 
support his plan through his pamphlet, An Address from the Clergy of New York and 
New Jersey. Chandler’s pamphlet was answered by Thomas Gwatkin’s A Letter to 
the Clergy of New York and New Jersey (1772), wherein he firmly opposed the 
creation of a bishopric in America. In 1771, Horrocks attempted to organize a 
meeting in order to institute a Fund for the Relief of Widows and Orphans, but some 
clergy suspected the disguised purpose of this convention and insisted that his real 
intentions should be revealed. This initiated the Episcopal controversy in Virginia, 
which was marked by an exchange of twenty-three letters in Purdie’s Virginia 
Gazette, between 30 May 1771 and 5
 
March 1772. Given that the Episcopal plan was 
largely identified with the English political measures against the colonies
35
 and that 
newspaper owners were particularly afflicted by the Stamp Act, these letters 
expressed a particularly negative stance against the campaign for a bishop. This 
phenomenon was common in the thirteen colonies, since, prior to 1774, not one of 
the forty-two American newspapers was wholeheartedly supporting the British.  
In Virginia, the anti-episcopal campaign internalized arguments that targeted 
the established church as a whole and that focused on the following issues: the 
menace presented to political liberties by the existence of the establish church, the 
failing moral discipline of the clergy, and the invalidity of the doctrine of apostolic 
succession. Under the instigation of John Camm and William Willie, the Virginian 
convention met on 4 June 1771, but less than one in six clergymen attended and, of 
these, one third firmly opposed episcopacy.
36
 The latter percentage was composed of 
four clergymen:
37
 namely Thomas Gwatkin and Samuel Henley, professors in 
William and Mary College, Richard Hewitt, rector of Hungar’s parish, Northampton 
County, and William Bland, rector of James City parish. Gwatkin and Henley, 
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English-born ordained ministers, initiated the public controversy in the newspapers, 
under the pseudonym ‘A Country Gentleman.’ Other opponents of the Episcopal 
campaign contributed to their arguments, while Camm and Horrocks, assuming the 




Gwatkin’s and Henley’s arguments evolved around the following points: they 
argued that the convention was not a representative one because only a minority of 
clergymen in the colony attended; that the supporters of the scheme should have had 
the consent of the assembly and the council; that they were not entitled to decide on a 
matter that would have affected other colonies; and that this plan would have further 
exacerbated the already weakened relations with the Church in England, because it 
would have led to the institution of independent religious structures in America. 
Gwatkin and Henley thought that the explicit implication of the petition, namely that 
the supervision of the bishop of London was to a great degree inadequate, exhibited 
unjustified insolence towards the ecclesiastical authorities in England.
39
 In the midst 
of these debates, James Horrocks left for England, causing William Nelson, president 
of the council, to suspect that the real reason behind the trip was not health reasons, 
as Horrock had stated, but becoming a consecrated bishop. It was clear by then that 
the heated disputes in Virginia over episcopacy came close to provoking a schism 
within the Anglican camp.
40
  
Given the unresponsive attitude to the Episcopal plan from the majority of the 
clergy in Virginia, it becomes understandable that, in July 1771, Charles Inglis 
described Virginian Anglicans as ‘false brethren’.
41
 Inglis, undoubtedly agreed with 
Chandler’s view on the reciprocity of benefits in the alliance between Episcopacy 
and monarchy. In his Appeal to the Public in (1767), Chandler affirmed: ‘but 
notwithstanding, Episcopacy and Monarchy are, in their Frame and constitution, best 
suited to each other. Episcopacy can never thrive in a Republican Government, nor 
Republican Principles in an Episcopal Church’.
42
 This statement indicates that 
Anglican clergymen, especially in New England and the middle colonies, were 
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considerably more committed to the monarchical cause than the Anglican laity in the 
Chesapeake or the dissenters. The view of the alliance between the Anglican Church 
and the monarchy was eloquently expressed by the bishop of London in 1759: ‘If the 
Crown does not or cannot support itself in so plain a Case, as is before us, it would 
be in vain for the Clergy to plead the Act confirmed by the King; for their Rights 
must stand or fall, with the Authority of the Crown.’
43
  
The similarity in thinking between the Anglicans in Virginia and Maryland, 
on one hand, and dissenters, on the other, is illustrated in Richard Bland’s 
exhortation to Thomas Adams, colonial agent in London, to publish in the capital’s 
press the efforts of Horrocks and Camm in favour of the Episcopal campaign in an 
attempt to instigate English dissenters to act against it.
44
 This reaction suggests that, 
given the perceived offences by the English authorities against the rights of the 
colonists, any measure supported by the government in the mother country was, 
almost inevitably, perceived as a threat.
45
  
In August 1771, Richard Bland expressed an opinion that probably voiced the 
concerns of many fellow vestrymen. He argued that the actions of clergymen, who 
called the meeting to promote the Episcopal plan, failed to take into consideration the 
existing church-state relations in Virginia and especially the pertinent acts of the 
assembly. Given that a bishop would have contested the jurisdiction of the general 
court, which extended to all ecclesiastical and political cases, an amendment in 
Virginia’s laws would have been needed to accommodate the new patriarch. This 
was a development that Virginia’s elite was reluctant to excuse, since it would have 
disrupted the undisputed dominance of the laity in church affairs in the colony. This 
reasoning is another indication that Virginia’s Anglicans shared similar thinking 
about religious matters with Congregationalist and Presbyterian parishioners. In July 
1772, the House of Burgesses officially thanked those clergymen who opposed the 
Episcopal plan in Virginia, a resolution which became known in Annapolis, 
Philadelphia, New York, Boston, and London. An anonymous author, under the 
pseudonym ‘Martin Luther’, remarked that this struggle did not help to develop good 
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morals and religion in Virginia. Because of the intense anticlericalism that this 
debate had promoted, this statement seemed a description of the religio-political 
conditions in Virginia at this time. It was a reality, however, that the Anglican 
leaders in the Old Dominion failed to recognize in time.
46
 The 1772 bill for an 
ecclesiastical commission to oversee the task of the ministers of the established 
church, which was drafted by the legislature (see chapter two above), can be 
perceived not only as a consequence of the controversy over the bishops in Virginia, 
but also as corroborating the above remarks about the Presbyterian or republican-
type polity developing in the colony.
47
  
In Maryland, from 1765 onwards, the gentry resisted the exercise of any 
hierarchical-type authority. In this way, the proprietary patronage, the governor as a 
proprietary representative in ecclesiastical affairs, and the establishment itself were 
under attack, especially after 1773. In these conditions, a resident bishop would have 
benefited neither the proprietor, nor the country party, formed by Maryland’s gentry. 
As a result, the Maryland clergy, being dependent for their appointment and incomes 
on the proprietor and the Maryland elite, who formed the members of the vestries, 
refrained from publicly voicing any possible favourable opinions on the subject of a 
bishop. It can be concluded that the Episcopal campaign, launched in the midst of the 
political conflict with Britain, suggested - in the minds of the colonists - that the 
imposition of any power of an hierarchical nature on the colonies would be identified 
as encroachments upon colonial rights by the royal authorities.
48
 Moreover, the 
colonial elite had long developed its own methods for managing the affairs of the 
established church so that the institution of a bishop seemed not only unnecessary, 
but also threatening to the privileges of those who dominated the vestries and the 




It has already been noted that in the colonies, where the Anglican Church was the 
established one, it was the assemblies and the Anglican laity, through the vestries, 
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that mainly managed church affairs. In this process, the authority of the bishop of 
London or of any other English officer was largely discounted. Moreover, the 
discussions and resolutions of the vestries were more reflective of popular sentiments 
than of any other body within the church, since – with some exceptions in the 
Virginia parishes -vestry members were largely elected by the freeholders of the 
parish. In addition, the Anglican laity, through the assemblies, determined ministerial 
salaries and the vestries fully determined the selection of their ministers, especially in 
Virginia. This pervasive local control over ecclesiastical affairs resulted in the 
clergymen being immensely influenced by popular, local sentiments and far more 
bound to them than their counterparts in England. As a result, they frequently sided 
with leading members of the colonial elite during the colonial contest with Britain in 
an effort to maintain and enhance their standing in colonial society. This also 
explains the fact that, during the fight between the mother country and the colonies in 
the 1760s and 1770s, many Anglicans who were active in church affairs were found 
among the opponents of the British policy. For example, Daniel Dulany’s pamphlet, 
Considerations on the Propriety of Imposing Taxes in the British Colonies for the 
Purpose of Raising a Revenue, by Act of Parliament, published as a response to the 
Stamp Act, contained such powerful ideas on ‘no taxation without representation’ 
that it made William Pitt and others reconsider the effectiveness of the said act. In 
the aftermath of the Stamp Act, Virginia’s House of Burgesses, many of whose 
members were also members of the vestries, passed a set of resolutions against this 
legislation, which inspired similar reaction from members of the lower house of the 
assembly in eight of the other twelve colonies. Of great impact were also two 
pamphlets written by Virginians, members of the House of Burgesses: Richard 
Bland’s, Enquiry into the Rights of the British Colonies and Landon Carter’s critique 




   
This influence was such that there was largely weak support for British 
policies from Anglican ministers in the Chesapeake. Only John Camm, clergyman in 
Virginia, and Jonathan Boucher, in Maryland, along with their brethren in the 
northern colonies (Thomas Bradbury Chandler, Myles Cooper, Charles Inglis, and 
Samuel Seabury), became firm supporters of the English measures against the 
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colonies to the point of losing their posts in the colonial parishes. Jonathan Boucher 
wrote in his Reminiscences: ‘I endeavored (sic) in my sermons and in various pieces 
published in the Gazettes of the country, to check the immense mischief that was 
impending, but I endeavoured in vain.’ The stance of the aforementioned clergymen 
to the transatlantic political disputes justified the suspicions of the opponents to 
episcopacy that, if the conflict with the British authorities reached a climax, the pro-
episcopal leaders would assume a loyalist stance. As will be shown in the following 
chapter, a general colonial convention of clergymen, which could have organized and 
solidified loyalist political attitudes was, however, never held in the years before 




Traditional Anglican notions of political theology, however, had left their 
mark on the thought of both Anglican loyalists and patriots among both the laity and 
the clergy. In Virginia and Maryland there was always a kernel of statesmen who 
were characterized by a particularly conservative perception of society. Future 
patriots, such as Landon Carter, Daniel Dulany, and Richard Bland, expressed such 
traditional ideas as the divine origin of society, the belief in the medieval structure of 
society, the reverence for the law, an appreciation for social peace and moderation, 
while they ascribed a paternal, moralizing influence to the ruling authorities. 
Innovative ideas, such as the Lockean theory of natural rights and the belief in the 
constitutional power of the people had crept into the thought of these highly educated 
and informed men, but their distrust of the exaggerations of a lawless mob and their 
faith in the merits of moderate, peaceable behaviour, as cultivated by such traditional 
institutions as the church, indicates that their upbringing within the Anglican camp 
had left a lasting mark on their perception of the world. 
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Anglican Responses to the Revolutionary War, the first constitutions and 
disestablishment 
 
In 1778, Samuel Chase commented:  
Our people are the same with those of all other Countries. 
They have neither more or less Virtue. The conduct of the 
populace and of popular Assemblies is much oftener 
dictated by passion and prejudice than by Wisdom. Whim, 
homour or Caprice frequently influence their 
determinations. To this may be added that Republicks are 
seldom grateful. With these Sentiments why do you think I 




While Chase recognized the need for the assertion of popular will and authority, he 
did not have any illusions about the qualities of the people in a republic. Despite 
being a colony where pro-revolutionary sentiments prevailed, the Chesapeake Bay 
had its share of men, who - though not active loyalists - had adopted a conservative 
way of political thinking. This elite group did not advocate radical political or social 
change. Although they had adopted the common law theory and the ideals of English 
constitutionalism, rather than the natural rights doctrine, they still denounced 
political corruption and the evils of patronage. They went, however, only as far as 
advocating aristocratic leadership, within the bounds of responsibility to the people, 
while they supported the common man’s rights as long as these did not pose the 
danger of anarchy and of overturning the existing social order. In Virginia, this group 
was represented by Robert Carter Nicholas, Edmund Pendleton, John Page, Richard 
Bland, Thomas Ludwell Lee, Paul Carrington, Dudley Digges, William Cabell, 
Carter Braxton, James Mercer, John Tabb, among others. There were also prominent 
Virginians, who did not hesitate to adopt whole-heartedly a loyalist stance: John 
Randolph, attorney general, Richard Corbin, receiver general for quitrents, Philip 
Ludwell Lee, and William Byrd III. Moreover, in Norfolk, there existed a substantial 
Tory population, mainly Scottish merchants, who either returned to Britain or their 
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houses were burned early in the war. To these should be added a small loyalist group 
of Church of England ministers, who enjoyed spiritual, cultural and professional ties 
with England.
2
   
Similarly, in Maryland in the second half of the eighteenth century, a group 
with conservative tendencies formed the country or patriot party. This was the group, 
which resisted proprietary authority in Maryland, and successfully contributed to the 
inter-colonial struggle to overturn British rule. Samuel Chase was one of the leaders 
of the patriot party. Charles Carroll of Carrollton, William Paca, Thomas Johnson, 
Charles Carroll, the Barrister, Matthew Tilghman and Robert Goldsborough were 
also eminent members of it.
3
 The conservative character of the patriot party is better 
illustrated when contrasted with the activities of a radical faction, the Ridgely-
Hammond or, else, Hall-Hammond group, which placed more faith in the abilities of 
the people at large and advocated extensive social change for those with humble 
origins.  
This chapter will examine clerical and lay attitudes towards the major events 
at this period taking place in the Chesapeake and in the colonies in general as a 
theatre of war. Anglican clergymen, as ministers of the gospel enjoined to promote 
peace and brotherly love, were particularly perturbed at the outbreak of the War of 
Independence, not only because of the violence it involved, but also because it 
required them to break their oath of allegiance to the British monarch. In Virginia, 
given the revolutionary inclinations of the lay vestries, on which their financial 
security and appointment depended, ministers were willing to side with the 
overwhelming patriot majority in the colony, in order to retain the support of their 
‘patrons’. In Maryland, less dependence on the vestries meant greater development 
of loyalism than in Virginia, to the point that loyalist ministers almost outnumbered 
those who had adopted a patriot stance. A large number of Anglican ministers 
preferred political neutrality and withdrew from the public scene in order to avoid the 
dilemmas that the revolution posed for their professional careers and personal 
consciences. Not all ministers were forced to abstain from the public domain. Those  
with patriot inclinations, especially in Virginia, argued that it was their duty to 
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oppose a monarch, who had acted unconstitutionally, and they filled their sermons 
with injunctions for moral behaviour in order to ensure the support of God in the 
patriot struggle.  
Peaceable and moderate behaviour was a quality valued not only by Anglican 
clergymen in the Chesapeake, but by many politicians as well. They exhibited an 
appreciation of lawful and orderly conduct, as their defence of their constitutional 
and natural rights against British authorities illustrate. Moreover, politicians in the 
Chesapeake, and especially the conservative nucleus among them, were reluctant to 
proceed to independence until they tried lawful means to achieve reconciliation with 
Britain. This chapter will show most Anglican ministers in the region sought 
reconciliation, since the war raised the spectre of social anarchy and the possibility of 
separation from Britain, their cultural home.  
When Congress adopted the Declaration of Independence, it was necessary 
for the legislatures to draft constitutions for the newly formed states. At this point, 
the latent conservative powers in the Chesapeake came forward: in Virginia, they 
suggested restrictions to the suffrage, proposed representation in the House of 
Delegates that was not proportionate to the population, and refrained from 
disestablishing the Church of England. In Maryland, the conservatives recommended 
high property qualifications for office-holding, long terms in office and many 
appointive offices. These suggestions aimed at re-affirming the social standing of the 
elite, as had been established by the English system in colonial times. The Anglican 
political theology, which advocated obedience to government by an elite of high 
learning and virtue, provided the ideological foundation for such policies. The 
reasoning, on which Anglican political suggestions were based, described the 
economy and society in medieval terms. In this sense, every one contributed to the 
welfare of the whole community according to their social standing. As a result, 
obedience was due to those traditional authorities, appointed by God, such as the 
government and the church, which were deemed guardians of stability, culture and 
wisdom. The conservatives’ concern with the maintenance of the established social 
order was reflected in their reluctance to abandon slavery, despite the limited 
abolitionist of Thomas Jefferson and some other radicals. Fears were expressed about 
the possibility of social upheaval and the loss of elite privileges.  
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The disestablishment of the Anglican churches, similarly aroused debates 
among statesmen in the Chesapeake. In Virginia the conservatives prolonged the 
debate to such an extent that disestablishment happened gradually and, in Maryland, 
state support for religion in general was ensured. The disestablishment of the church 
in Virginia was complete, though it took a decade to realise. This can be attributed to 
the existence of a forceful dissenting population in the region, that had long dwelled 
under the obligation to pay taxes for the upkeep of a church it did not support, and to 
the adoption by its leaders, James Madison and Thomas Jefferson, of the Lockean 
theory regarding individual natural rights. 
Disestablishment of the Church of England in America and the suspension of 
ministerial salaries meant that some ministers would have to take up more secular 
activities in order to supplement their incomes. Due to personal attachment to his 
parishioners, the decision of a minister to leave his post was sometimes difficult. 
Such a choice was also based on broader issues of national identity. For loyalists, 
Britain still held a strong cultural influence, but patriot ministers were keener to 
accept America as their adopted home. In patriot minds, their country, the United 
States, or its leader, Washington, acquired a religious importance, while America 
became the land where God’s prophecies for the prevalence of liberty in the world 
were not clearly manifested. In this way, patriot ministers were more appreciative 
than loyalists of the positive attributes of disestablishment and praised the true 
religiosity that it promoted among parishioners.  
In terms of church re-organization, time-honoured practices in the 
Chesapeake of extensive lay participation in church affairs were reaffirmed during 
the Revolution and clerical authority diminished. At the national level, the powers of 
the laity were granted, but, under the influence of high churchmen from the northern 
states, a relatively conservative Prayer Book was adopted, the Reverend Samuel 
Seabury’s consecration in Scotland was accepted and application was made to the 
English ecclesiastical authorities for the consecration of more American bishops. 
Given the disestablishment of the Anglican churches and the painful process of 
reorganization that followed, the fears and anxieties of the majority of clergymen at 




The Political Attitude of Ministers during the Revolutionary Years 
 
When the hostilities between Britain and her North American colonies broke out, 
many clergymen continued to perform certain services, such as baptisms, weddings, 
and funerals. With the escalation of the dispute, however, a considerable number of 
clergymen adopted a stance of political neutrality and sought to avoid the conflict. 
This attitude was either forced by patriots who sometimes attempted to silence those 
who expressed different views or it was the result of a personal choice on the part of 
the clergymen. It became a means of avoiding the dilemma of having to choose 
between the king, who was the head of their church, and the revolutionary 
authorities, which were seizing political power in the land where these clergymen 
officiated. Neutrality corresponded to depoliticization, whereby, either voluntarily or 
involuntarily, clergymen refrained from publicly expressing their political opinions 
or acting in ways that might betray these. By assuming a neutral stance which was 
recommended by the traditional Anglican emphasis on moderate and temperate 
behaviour, clerglymen attempted to withdraw from the politically charged parts of 
the public sphere. As a consequence many gradually refrained from performing 
services of public worship and some even decided to close their churches. Moreover, 
peaceableness was achieved either through the expression of hopes for reconciliation 
or through remaining silent on political matters. In the Chesapeake neutrality was 
adopted by almost forty per cent of the ministers. Decisions, however, had to be 
made and regional variations appeared with respect to the proportion of loyalist and 
patriot clergymen among the colonists. In the middle and northern colonies loyalist 
clergymen predominated, whereas the patriot element dominated their ranks in the 
southern regions. Approximately one-third of the clergy in Maryland were loyalists, 
but there were notable individual exceptions. As a result, in real terms, the loyalists 
outnumbered the patriots, by six clergymen, while there were thirty who were 
neutrals. In Virginia, patriot clergymen clearly outnumbered the loyalists by thirty, 
but the number of neutrals was substantial reaching forty-four ministers.
4
 Patriot 
ministers stressed the duty of the subjects to oppose their king, if he infringed the 
                                                 
4
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constitution or God’s laws, and they promoted social virtue and morality in order to 
ensure God’s favour and assistance in the patriot efforts. 
In the early years of the Revolution, clergymen retained the prominence as 
community leaders that they had previously achieved in the colonial period. The 
standing of ministers, during the colonial period, was augmented by their function as 
educators or authors, and through their friendship with or marriage to members of the 
colonial gentry.  In the revolutionary years, some Anglican clergymen performed a 
highly political role as chaplains to provincial governments, especially in the 
colonies where a specific denomination was part of the establishment. This was the 
case in Maryland, Virginia and the Carolinas. In Maryland, the rector of St. Anne’s 
was also employed as chaplain of the House of Delegates. Reverend Jonathan 
Boucher occupied this position. In Virginia of 1775, Thomas Gwatkin was chaplain 
to John Murray, Lord Dunmore, Governor of Virginia, and for consecutive years 
William Hubbard served as justice of the peace in his county. Moreover, before the 
signing of the Declaration of Independence, many ministers of the established 
Church of England participated in the activities of their local committees of safety or 
endorsed non-importation agreements. In Virginia, twenty-three ministers became 
members of such committees and on 27 May 1774 thirteen ministers, along with the 
members of the House of Burgesses, formed an Association in protest against the 
closing of the port of Boston. Hopes for reconciliation between Britain and her 
colonies influenced the decision of these ministers in favour of political involvement. 
They thought that these petitions and protests were the only warranted way for the 
redress of colonial grievances.
 5
  
Recommendations for peaceableness were another way in which political 
neutrality was exhibited and expressed. During the years 1774 to 1776, Anglican 
ministers denounced the American rebellion as a tragic civil war. David Griffith 
admitted: ‘It will ill become this sacred place, and the character of a minister of the 
gospel of Christ to inspirit rebellion and foment disorder and confusion’.
6
 Later, in 
1777, John Hurt, feeling somewhat uncomfortable about his support to war efforts, 
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argued: ‘it was not through licentious opposition, or for conquest, we drew the 
sword, but for justice; not to introduce, but to prevent slavery;’
7
  
After 1774-1775, however, ministers of all political affiliations ceased to 
perform an active, prominent role in the public arena. The escalation of the dispute 
and the dwindling of hopes for reconciliation and peace accounted for this. 
Continued ministerial service during and after these years should be interpreted as an 
indication of patriotism and as an expression of allegiance to the revolutionary cause. 
In Virginia, Thomas Price was employed as chaplain to the House of Burgesses from 
1766 until 1776, when he resigned because of the Declaration of Independence. On 
the other hand, the continued services performed by the Reverend James Madison 
were illustrative of his firm adherence to the patriot cause. At this point, ministers 
who were not wholehearted supporters of the revolutionary cause, chose to remain 
quiet on political matters to so that their stance amounted to political inactivity under 
the pretence of peaceable behaviour. This can also be termed political neutrality, 
because it was a stance that aimed at bearing no offence to either side. From the point 
of view of the ministers, this was achieved by the omission of information about or 
comments on political events.  
Conditions rendered ministerial neutrality on the part of the ministers difficult 
to maintain. The decrees of the Continental Congress, which designated days of 
fasting and humiliation, required the alteration of the usual prayers to the King and 
demanded oaths of allegiance to Congress aimed at promoting the unity and 
determination of the patriot forces, and, thus, alienating the loyalists. For example 
Congress declared 1 of June 1774 and 20
 
July 1775 intercolonial Fast Days,
8
 but 
many Anglican ministers in the northern colonies, who wanted to avoid the issue of 
political involvement, chose not to observe them. This resulted in their identification 
as loyalists and could have had serious repercussions for them, such as fines, house 
arrest, prohibitions on travelling outside their town or county, or even imprisonment. 
Although the participation in congressionally approved Fast Days did not carry any 
tremendous implications for the oaths the ministers had already taken, changing the 
liturgy or swearing an oath of loyalty to the Congress meant that they violated their 
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previous oaths, which acknowledged the King’s ultimate political authority and the 
sacredness of the liturgy of the Church of England. These obligations were 
represented by the Oath acknowledging the King’s supremacy, which ministers had 
to swear twice, at their ordination as deacons and as priests, and by their taking the 
Oath of Uniformity, which preserved the strict observance of the rituals of the 
Church of England. Moreover, the Prayer Book of 1662, the standard text upon 
which the services of the Church of England were planned, ordered the reading of 
prayers for the king and the royal family in the Morning and Evening Prayers as well 
as in the Eucharist. Ministers of the established church regarded these oaths as 
containing the fundamentals of their faith, and thus, took them very seriously. 
Besides, according to the Church’s canons, any alteration to the liturgy or any 
omission of its parts could be grounds for excommunication. This dilemma is 
illustrated in David Griffith’s words:  
It has, long, perplexed the minds of many pious and well 
disposed persons, who have been fluctuating between duty 
to God and to themselves; and so long as they have acted 
from conscientious motives, and have endeavoured to make 





Consequently, conformity with the rebels’ demands for alteration of the 
liturgy or taking the congressional oaths indicated a firm commitment to the patriot 
cause, which, of course, not all ministers were ready to exhibit. In 1776 the Virginia 
Convention replaced prayers for the king and the royal family with those for the 
Congress. The disinterest with which the Virginia Anglican laity responded to these 
alterations emphasizes the high level of patriotism in the region, which also set the 
tone for ministerial patriotism in the church, through the laity’s preponderant role in 
the management of church affairs.
10
 In the northern colonies, where religious and 
political divisions were much more pronounced than in the Chesapeake, the 
repercussions that the revolutionary war had for the Church were much more 
strongly felt by its ministers.  
These tensions are reflected in the different ways ministerial depoliticization 
was experienced in the northern and southern colonies after 1775-6. In New England 
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and in the middle colonies, ministers, who, in large numbers, were not staunch 
supporters of patriot activities went into exile or retirement, or closed their churches 
when confronted by the conflicting demands of allegiance by the king and 
revolutionary authorities. In the southern colonies, ministers did not remove 
themselves completely from the public sphere due to their largely patriot affiliations 
and the fact that the established status of the church in colonial times had allowed a 
broad acceptance of their public role from groups situated at the both ends of the 
political spectrum. Indicative of the different way the political tensions of the era 
were experienced in the two regions is the fact that only thirteen per cent of the 
ministers in Virginia left their posts between 1775 and 1783, while the respective 
percentage for ministers officiating in Massachusetts and in New Hampshire was 
fifty. The usual places of relocation were England or regions in America occupied by 
the British, such as Nova Scotia.
11
  
Regional variations are also apparent in the fact that, contrary to what was the 
norm in New England, many churches in the Chesapeake and, more generally, south 
of Pennsylvania, remained open during the years of revolutionary turmoil. Continued 
service increasingly illustrated the patriotism of the ministers in the Chesapeake 
region, since the new political authorities had established litmus tests for the 
identification of loyalism, which could hardly be avoided.
12
 In Virginia, every free 
adult male had to swear an oath of allegiance to the revolutionary authorities before 
10 October 1777, in order to be eligible for public office, including the posts of 
Anglican rector or curate. In Maryland, fewer than half of its ministers swore 
allegiance to the new political powers.
13
   
Moreover, regionality had an impact on the way Anglican ministers 
interpreted the revolutionary war. Anglican ministers in the northern colonies were 
more eager to ascribe to it religious causes than their counterparts in the south. 
Following previous controversies over the Episcopal campaign and the privileges of 
different denominations, loyalist Anglican ministers argued that dissenters, who in 
the northern colonies largely led the Revolution, were instigated by ‘enthusiastic 
delusion’ and started the war with the express purpose of destroying the Church of 
                                                 
11
 Ibid., pp. 101-3. 
12
 James Haw Life of Samuel Chase, pp. 47-8, 51.  
13
 Rhoden, Revolutionary Anglicanism, pp. 110-11.  
 105 
England. On the contrary, given the low-key tone of religious disputes in the 
southern colonies and the large number of patriot ministers, in that region, the 
Revolution was not perceived as an affront on the Church of England. It was more 
frequently interpreted as a response to the infringements by Parliament of the 
constitutional - rather than the religious - rights of the colonies.
14
 
In his Passive Obedience Considered in a Sermon Preached at Williamsburg, 
December 31
st
, 1775, David Griffith articulated the arguments of patriot Anglican 
clergy. He first admitted the divine supervision of government, so that the good order 
of society, so conducive to human happiness, would be established.
15
 This implied 
that civil magistrates were obliged to govern equitably, or else God would withdraw 
his favour. In this way, Griffith argued that any abuse of power justified 
disobedience to their commands, since they would have infringed God’s laws. 
Indeed, Griffith perceived that to be a religious duty. He emphatically argued: 
I cannot be induced to believe, that God will be angry with 
his creatures for disregarding the injunctions of those who 
have departed from that rule of rectitude laid down by him, 
who would force them into measures, which, they are 
convinced, are neither for the advancement of his glory nor 
their own happiness. in countries, so circumstanced, 
resistance, or a disregard to laws, in certain cases, is not 




Posing as an adversary of despotism, Griffith presented St. Paul’s conduct as 
justified resistance to temporal authorities. He also argued that civil governors were 
not infallible to the extent that subordination to them was not always required.
17
  
With reference to the British political system, Griffith reasoned that this 
doctrine was all the more applicable, since limited monarchy meant that the people 
would also be granted legislative power through their representatives. He then 
blended the patriot argument of ‘no taxation without representation’ in order to argue 
that the measures adopted by the British parliament were unlawful and to claim that 
such political rule should not have been ordained by God. Resistance to it was, 
therefore, warranted. Irrespective of their political credos, loyalist and patriot 
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Anglican ministers generally shared the same doctrines regarding the origin, nature 
and function of polities. The only point of difference was that loyalist Anglicans did 
not think that the measures taken by the British parliament were so injurious to the 
colonies that they justified resistance. Reluctant to see his world collapsing, Griffith 
argued that patriot resistance was not reproachable, since they were not aiming to 
abolish monarchy or withdraw their allegiance from the king. Besides, their 
assemblies had declared their loyalty to the crown at numerous instances.
18
 In the 
same way that loyalist ministers claimed that divine providence had assured that 
monarchy would always be the prevailing mode of government, Griffith finally 
argued that ‘divine protection’ would assure the success of the patriot arms. He 
stated:  
The most consolatory reflection we now have is that the 
cause of truth and justice is the cause of God, and that his 
almighty arm is irresistible. From the example of past times 
we may, likewise, draw consolation; the history of which 
proves, that zeal and unanimity, in a righteous cause, have 
often been an overmatch for numbers and power. Next to 
divine protection, let us place our hopes in, and exert all our 




In 1777, the patriot John Hurt started from a conservative principle, the 
medieval notion of economy, whereby everyone contributed to the welfare of the 
whole community according to the station ascribed to him by God, in order to argue 
that every American revolutionary had to conform to the Puritan ideal of virtue in 
order to ensure God’s support for the revolutionary cause. He reasoned:  
God has assigned each of us our station […]. If our 
profusion in extravagant expences render us less able, or 
less willing, to assist the public, we violate the most sacred 
of all social duties, and become flagrant transgressors of the 
will of our Creator […]. Let us then not build too much 
upon human prospects, or shut God out of our councils and 
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Following the same theme, namely the link between virtuous conduct and rewards 
from God in the temporal world,
21
 the Reverend James Madison was able to 
celebrate, a few years later, the success of American arms in a millennial note, as the 
fulfilment of a prophecy:  
America has become the theatre, whereon the providence of 
God is now manifested. – America! thy story, shall long 
instruct the astonished world, that perseverance in the cause 
of justice, in the defence of those rights which God had 
given, will ever find a protecting guardian in the ruler of the 
universe. Suppose before this western world had received its 
first european; some angelic being, withdrawing the curtion 
of time, had pointed out to him the place we now inhabit, - 
and had thus addressed him. ‘Seest thou yon distant shore, 
frequented only by the savage roamers of the forest, or it’s 
still more savage inhabitants, the untutored natives; - I tell 
thee, that region, rude as it now appeareth to thy view, e’re 
many generations are past, covered with thy numerous 
descendants, with flocks and with herds, shall arise great in 
arms, shall spurn the yoke of sceptered tyranny, shall teach 
the distant corners of the earth the first and noblest rights of 





During the revolutionary years, a popular stance of many ministers was that 
of political neutrality. This helped them deal with the conflicting requirements of 
loyalty to the king or to the revolutionary authorities. It meant that ministers chose 
the path of least resistance to the demands of the new political powers by evaluating 
the traditional Anglican qualities of peaceableness, quietness and moderation and 
adopting a corresponding political attitude.
23
 The patriotism of Anglican ministers in 
the Chesapeake reflects their close identification with the interests of the local lay 
elite, who dominated not only the state, but also church affairs. Moreover, these 
ministers’ elevated public role in colonial times allowed them to keep their churches 
open during the war years and to retain their posts in the post-revolutionary era. In 
presenting the grievances of the colonists, patriot ministers adopted the rhetoric of 
the lay elite on their rights as Englishmen. They downplayed religious explanations 
for the conflict and they endorsed the duty of subjects to oppose the monarch when 
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he acted unconstitutionally. In this, a mutual trade of ideas seems to have been 
effected between Anglican clergymen and laymen. While ministers embraced the 
constitutional arguments of the elite in opposing the British authorities, lay 





The insistence of the conservative lay Anglicans on orderly and lawful behaviour in 
their resistance to the British, can be attributed to the fact that they strove to emulate 
the English system in its original purity and function. As their newly-framed 
constitution and their resolutions for state support of religion will illustrate later in 
this chapter. they did not desire extensive social change. The hierarchical nature of 
the Church of England, which most members of the elite attended, as expressed in its 
forms of worship, leadership and architecture, inevitably influenced their political 
thinking.  
Many Maryland politicians were educated in England or by Anglicans. 
George Plater studied in William and Mary College, while Matthew Tilghman and 
Samuel Chase received their early education from Anglican ministers. Robert 
Goldsborough had studied at the Middle Temple, Westminster, and spent at least five 
years in England, but William Paca and Alexander Contee Hanson were graduates of 
the College of Philadelphia. Paca was, nevertheless, a former pupil and friend of the 
Reverend William Smith of Chestertown, the former provost of the College of 
Philadelphia, and he later served in the vestry of St. Anne’s parish.
24
  
In Virginia, a similar English, particularly Anglican, cultural influence can be 
seen on a sizeable group of conservative politicians. The points of contact with 
English culture can be identified as their stay in England to study and their 
graduation from William and Mary College, a school of Anglican outlook, in 
Williamsburg. In fact, eight of the revolutionary Virginian politicians referred to in 
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this chapter, namely Robert Carter Nicholas, John Page, Richard Bland, William 
Cabell, Carter Braxton, James Mercer, Edmund Randolph, and Richard Henry Lee, 
were either graduates of William and Mary College or received their education in 
England. Another, John Randolph, also a graduate of the aforementioned College, 
became a Loyalist.
25
 Moreover, John Page, Patrick Henry and George Mason 
received their early education from clergymen of the established church.
26
  
Service in the vestry of one’s parish was a traditional first step for anyone 
who aspired to occupy more eminent offices in his colony and several Virginia 
statesmen had offered their services as vestrymen. Because of the relation of this post 
to the development of one’s professional career, a relative importance should be 
ascribed to it as an indication of one’s piety or influence by the Anglican faith. Some 
Virginians, however, exhibited noticeable zeal in their involvement in the church 
affairs of their local parish, such as John Page, who was even recommended by his 
friends as a first bishop of Virginia, and George Mason, who was directly involved in 
the building of Pohick church, Truro parish, completed in 1774. This church was 
lavishly decorated with its pieces of liturgical use diligently crafted and placed in a 
prominent position. The altar cloth, which was made of crimson velvet with a gold 
fringe, gives an idea of the care that had been taken in ornamenting and equipping 
this church. George Washington, who was also a vestryman in the same parish and 
member of the building committee, had to make arrangements for the purchase of the 
fabric to make the altar cloth. Both Mason and George Washington, then, bought 
centrally located pews.
27
 Other statesmen who were involved in vestry business were 
Carter Braxton, in St. John parish, who served several times as president of the state 
convention of the later Protestant Episcopal Church, Edmund Pendleton, who was 
clerk to the vestry of St. Mary’s Parish.
28
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The profound cultural influence that England exerted on colonials, especially 
loyalists, made them express themselves often in anti-catholic terms. James 
Chalmers argued:  
With predilection we view our parent state, and wishfully 
contemplate on our late felicity, almost realizing that state of 
old, so beautifully feigned by the poets. We venerate the 
constitution, which with all its imperfections (too often 
exaggerated) we apprehend almost approaches as near to 
perfection as human kind can bear. We shudder at the idea 
of arming with more virulence, more unremitting ardour, 
against the parent state than against France; by whom our 





Following on that, and exhibiting a great appreciation of religion, Chalmers valued 
three great things in British culture: ‘religion, liberty, and commerce’. In fact, he 
indicated that British people ‘know better than any people on earth’ how to 
appreciate these advantages.
30
 He rhetorically asked: ‘Do ye possess the wisdom to 
continue your happiness by a well regulated connection with Britain?’
31
  Indeed, 
Chalmers felt a strong connection with Great Britain, based on the ‘familiarity of 
manners, laws, and customs’ between the British and the colonial American people.
32
 
Living in Connecticut at the time, Chalmers seems to have been influenced by the 
ideas of loyalist Anglican clergy there. He had a strong belief in other-worldliness 
and thought that God was the superintendent of human societies. Chalmers declared 
‘it is the province of Gods to make laws for men’ and, then, ‘the christian’s 
inheritance is not of this world. provided he hath nothing to reproach himself, it is of 
little consequence to him whether matters will go well or ill here below.’
33
  
Similarly, in Virginia, Landon Carter expressed his and his fellow 
countrymen’s loyalty to the Crown and their undisputable affiliation to the Church of 
England. He wrote: ‘They were all Members of the Church of England, and no 
Dissenters among them;’ they were so indeed, my Lord, and are so still, excepting a 
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very few with respect to the whole Community’. He then went on to ensure that 
vestries were dissolved because there was a suspicion that some included dissenters 
among them and that a related act was passed to prevent this tendency.
34
 Regarding 
his religious beliefs, Daniel Dulany declared: ‘I worship not the GOLDEN CALF; 
but cleave to the religious rights and ceremonies established by my forefathers; and 
in this, I think, I am both conscientious and politick’.
35
 According to Landon Carter, 
the alliance of church and state was indispensable for the well- functioning of the 
society. He believed that ‘the Imperfectness of the civil Power … cannot be 
remedied, but by a Religion that deters from Evil, and encourages good Actions (out 
of the Reach of the known Rules of Discovery) by the Doctrine of Futurity’.
36
 For 
Carter, however, this alliance involved the control by the lay authorities of the 
religious ones. In this instance, he professed to be an admirer of James Blair, who 
had placed the ecclesiastical courts in Virginia under the control of laymen.
37
  
It becomes evident, then, that many prominent statesmen in Virginia and in 
Maryland were educated either in England or by Anglican clergymen. This helped 
them develop a strong appreciation for the Church of England, the English culture 
and political system, as exhibited in their involvement in parish affairs and in their 
writings. Their influence by Anglican ideology becomes even more clear when 
examining the ways through which these politicians perceived the revolutionary 
struggle.  
 
Patriot Attitudes towards the Revolution 
 
Given their upbringing in the Church of England, Anglican Patriots emphasized the 
right of human resistance to civil authorities, while their thought contained elements 
of providentialism and of natural rights philosophy, expressed with religious terms. 
Anglican patriots had more respect for traditional institutions, such as the monarchy, 
the church and the family, than dissenters. Given their ‘parental’, long-established 
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ties with England, patriots were reluctant to attack their king and they prayed for 
moderation and justice until 1775, the last point when this was still feasible. Jonathan 
Boucher, when he met with George Washington at some point before 1775, 
expressed his fears for an imminent civil war and the independence of America. But 
Washington assured him earnestly of the contrary. Boucher relates:  
I foresaw and appraised him of much that has since happened; 
in particular that there would certainly then be a civil war, and that the 
Americans would soon declare for independency. With more 
earnestness than was usual with his great reserve he shouted my 
apprehensions, adding (and I believe with perfect sincerity) that if ever 
I heard of his joining in any such measures I had his leave to set him 




Patriots, however, did not ascribe a divine, sacerdotal role to ministers of 
religion, but, rather, an instructional one. In this sense, they adopted the idea of the 
moralizing, paternal role of the church and its servants, with the effect that they 
considered the clergy as the custodians of erudition and refined culture within a 
hierarchical social structure. Landon Carter expected the clergy to exhibit ‘virtuous 
Mildness and decent Deportment’ and that the laity should find an example of 
morality, piety and decency in the behaviour of the clergy.
39
  
Samuel Henley, a clergymen of the established church and a loyalist – though 
a liberal one – was keen on making the distinction between divine laws, those that 
regulate moral conduct, and civil ones, those that are dictated by the civil authorities 
for the preservation of society. Henley then concluded that the origins of society 
were not divine or religious. He stated:  
From the preceding view of Society and Government, it is 
evident, Religion had no part in the formation of either. That it 
looks with a benign aspect upon civil polity cannot be 
doubted, since the conduct it injoins tends greatly to advance 
men’s secular welfare. This, however, is not its primary 
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Henley had adopted the Lockean doctrine regarding the formation of societies, which 
argued that man was born in a state of nature and entered society upon relinquishing 
some of his natural rights in return for the protection of his life, liberty and 
property.
41
 In the distinction that Henley made between civil and religious law, he 
was one of the first advocates of the right of freedom of conscience and religion. He 
rightly placed emphasis on the sincerity of one’s belief in religious doctrines and not 
on one’s abidance to religious laws, simply because the civil authorities dictated so.
42
 
This does not mean, however, that the political rhetoric of patriots was not 
based on ideas inspired by religion. Protestantism, and by extension, anti-
catholicism, figured greatly in patriot arguments. This was particularly evident in the 
early 1770s, when the British parliament recognised the establishment of the Roman 
Catholic Church in Quebec. At that instance, the king and his council were 
denounced as ‘Papist Knaves’. ‘Free born men’ were not to be ‘rul’d by Popish law, 
because they freedom claim’. The mission of preserving the purity of the Protestant 
religion was used, therefore, as a rhetorical weapon in the contest against the 
British.
43
 The notion of the unity of all Protestants figured greatly in the discourse of 
both Anglican patriots and loyalists, but through different approaches. While 
Anglican loyalists laid emphasis on their Britishness through their common devotion 
to Protestantism, as developed by several wars against such national Catholic 
enemies, as France and Spain, patriots, influenced, by their anti-catholic feelings, 
assailed their king for his pro-catholic measures.
44
 The emphasis on Britishness, 
cultivated during the wars with France, was adopted by patriots even before the 
beginning of the colonial conflict with Britain. In 1760, Richard Bland demonstrated 
his attachment to the king, by stating:  
[Virginia] a Colony, that has given a Thousand recent Proofs of her 
Affection to her Sovereign, and her Regard to the established Church: 
and at a Time too, when she is exerting herself, even beyond her 
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Abilities, to maintain a War against the professed Enemies of the 
Religion and Liberties of Britain, who have invaded his Majesty’s 





Then, he stated his Privilege as an Englishman, that the Trial of his case during the 
Parson’s cause should be ‘fair, open and publick’.
46
 Similarly, Landon Carter 
believed that the Seven Years War fully exhibited the attachment of the colonies to 
the crown.
47
 In 1766, however, while the imperial dispute escalated, Bland referred 
to the English and the colonists as ‘distinct People’ and he held that this view was 




Anglican loyalists had resolved that British measures were not so injurious to 
the colonies, as to warrant armed resistance, while patriots emphasized the gravity of 
British oppression. According to patriot arguments, British measures were not only 
harsh, but also the British political system was impregnated with corruption, 
including the king himself. In this way, the Revolution did not represent an attack on 
the church, as Anglicans in New England partly viewed it, but rather it was the result 
of political failings seem to be menacing British constitutional principles. The 
Glorious Revolution of 1688-89, which re-instituted constitutional monarchy, 
provided an example of resistance to arbitrary monarchs who acted in an unlawful 
way. In patriot thinking, government, instead of representing the indefeasible right of 
monarchs, was composed by fallible individuals.
49
  
Patriots reasoned that, since God desired the wellbeing of mankind, he would 
never let men be put in ordeal by an oppressive king. They pointed to the contractual 
character of God’s covenant with his people. If the king broke God’s law in a 
persistent way, one that would undermine his subject’s interests, the latter had a 
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religious obligation to resist his efforts. Daniel Dulany stated: ‘By these charters, 
founded upon the unalienable rights of the subject and upon the most sacred 
compact, the colonies claim a right from taxes not imposed with their consent’.
50
 
Carter Braxton seems to have internalized the principle of the events in 1688: ‘the 
happy edifice was at length completed under the auspices of the renowned King 
William in the year 1688. They wisely united the hereditary succession of the crown 
with the good behaviour of the Prince.’
51
   
Due regard for the law, as introduced by the Glorious Revolution, and, 
consequently, demand for redress of grievances in case the monarch acted 
unconstitutionally, was an idea, which was adopted by Anglican political theology, 
and featured greatly in patriot thought. The fact that Anglicans recommended lawful, 
constitutional actions as the proper course of action can also be attributed to the 
Anglican ideal of moderate, peaceful behaviour and to Anglican advocacy for the 
least resistance to governmental measures, however damaging these might be. In 
1777, the patriot minister, John Hurt, adeptly described the kind of resistance to civil 
authorities, which was sanctioned by Anglican political theology. This was 
characterized by temperance and regulated opposition to unconstitutional 
governmental measures. He argued: ‘The liberty we contend for is not the license of 
a few to tyrannise over multitudes; but an equal freedom to all, so far as is consistent 
with the present circumstances of our country, good order, the constitution, and 
peace of government.’
52
 Anglicans’ moderation in action and due reverence for the 
law is illustrated in their diligent exhibition of the unconstitutionality of the crown’s 
measures and in their resolution not to take any bold action for independence until 
they would exhaust every lawful means for the redress of their grievances.  
In response to the Tea Act (1773) and to the so-called Intolerable Acts 
(1774), on 4 July 1774, George Washington wrote to Bryan Fairfax: ‘As to your 
political sentiments, I would heartily join you in them, so far as relates to a humble 
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and dutiful petition to the throne.’
53
 The Fairfax resolves, drafted by George Mason 
and adopted later in July 1774, further demonstrate that, apart from conservatives, 
patriots had also adopted the belief that moderate action was the right way of 
proceeding in politics. Referring to the authority of Parliament to regulate trade and 
commerce, Virginia statesmen declared: ‘Such a Power directed with Wisdom and 
Moderation, seems necessary for the general Good of that great Body-politic of 
which we are a Part;’
 54
 It should be noted that the belief in the idea that moderation 
and temperance should prevail in society and in politics was reiterated by George 
Mason two years later, in his draft of the Virginia Declaration of Rights (May 
1776).
55
 Lastly, Fairfax freeholders reaffirmed their affection for the king:  
declaring, in the strongest Terms, ou[r] duty and Affection 
to his Majesty’s Person, Family, [an]d Government, and our 
Desire to continue our Dependance upon Great Bri[tai]n; 
and most humbly conjuring and besecching his Majesty, not 




As late as June and July 1775 Thomson Mason, in his letters to the Virginia 
Gazette thought that it was still possible for the empire to be saved from - what he 
considered – the madness of Parliament. Similarly, during the autumn, the general 
assemblies of New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Maryland, and North Carolina 
all resolved against declaring independence.
57
 In Maryland, there was a greater 
reluctance than in Virginia among the patriot party to declare independence. Indeed, 
Chase’s Maryland colleagues were hesitant on the matter until late spring 1776, 
except for Charles Carroll of Carrollton, who concurred with Chase’s view by March 
1776. The ties with England were deemed a stabilizing factor on the Maryland 
political scene at the time, since common people under the leadership of the 
Hammond-Ridgely faction, were prone to radical actions. These raised the fear of 
anarchy and social upheaval in the minds of the elite. On 15 May 1776, the Maryland 
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convention unanimously resolved to instruct its delegates in Congress to strive for 
reconciliation and firmly oppose independence. It was only as late as 28 June 1776 




The patriots pleaded God to safeguard liberty. They referred to the perceived 
endangered freedoms of the British constitution as God-given. Moreover, they 
adopted the Lockean discourse that liberty in the state of nature was regarded sacred 
and that people had entered society in order to be protected by its laws, while 
consenting to give up part of their liberty. Even Samuel Henley, a future loyalist, 
argued that societies were ‘formed for the mutual protection of the persons and 
properties of those who composed them’, on the basis of ‘laws, founded on general 
consent’.
59
 Richard Bland was undeniably influenced by this Lockean doctrine, when 
he declared:  
Men in a State of Nature are absolutely free and independent of one 
another as to sovereign Jurisdiction, but when they enter into a Society, 
and by their own Consent become Members of it, they must submit to 
the Laws of the Society according to which they agree to be governed; 
[…] but though they must submit to the Laws, so long as they remain 
Members of the Society, yet they retain so much of their natural 
Freedom as to have a Right to retire from the Society, to renounce the 
Benefits of it, to enter into another Society , and to settle in another 
Country; for their Engagements to the Society, and their Submission to 
the publick Authority of the State, do not oblige them to continue in it 
longer than they find it will conduce to their Happiness, which they 
have a natural Right to promote. This natural Right remains with every 




Similarly, Daniel Dulany in his Considerations argued for ‘no taxation without 
representation’ on the basis that ‘all men have natural, and freemen legal, rights, 
which they may justly maintain, and no legislative authority can deprive them of.’
61
 
Dulany’s studies in Cambridge, which was the hub for the study of nature and where 
Newton had developed his theories on natural laws in the previous century, 
inevitably contributed to the formation of this line of thinking.
62
 In his ‘Virginia 
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Declaration of Rights’ of May 1776 George Mason restated his belief in the idea that 
government officials, as representatives and, thus, ‘servants’ of the people, were 
instituted to protect the people’s rights, as well as their common benefit, security and 
happiness.
63
 This was the traditional liberal representation of government and 
society, according to which government was a necessary evil instituted for the 
protection of man’s interests. The conservative interpretation depicted man as having 
evil dispositions and being born not in the state of nature, but within civil society. 
The purpose of government was, then, to exert a moralizing influence on man and to 
restrict his evil passions.  
Another feature that Anglican patriots borrowed from their Evangelical 
fellow-countrymen is that they stressed the need for moral uprightness and self-
restraint so that the political revolution of the colonial elite became the religious 
revolution that evangelicals wished to achieve. Daniel Dulany encouraged the use of 
homespun, which would indicate virtue and dignity as opposed to the corruption 
witnessed by the luxury and dissipation of English people. He argued:  
Let the manufacture of America be the symbol of dignity, the 
badge of virtue, and it will soon break the fetters of distress. 
A garment of linsey woolsey, when made the distinction of 
real patriotism, is more honorable and attractive of respect 
and veneration than all the pageantry and the robes and the 
plumes and the diadem of an emperor without it. Let the 
emulation be not in the richness and variety of foreign 
productions, but in the improvement and perfection of our 
own. Let it be demonstrated that the subjects of the British 
empire in Europe and America are the same, that the 




Arguments inspired by both religion and pragmatic considerations featured in 
the patriot discourse. The religious arguments involved those referring to anti-
catholicism, providentialism, God’s covenant and the moral discipline, required of 
his people, whereas the pragmatic considerations of the patriots were related to the 
belief that ministers had an instructional, educational role (rather than a sacerdotal 
one), to their opposition to the severity of British oppression, and to their conviction 
of the flaws of the British constitution and the sacred nature of liberty. 
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Loyalist Attitudes towards the Revolution 
 
The motives for eighteenth-century loyalism to the British crown can be divided into 
two types: those inspired by religious conviction and those influenced by pragmatic 
considerations. Loyalism, when shaped by religious conviction, was usually 
expressed by Anglican clergymen, by those who were educated in England or by 
those otherwise influenced by such clergymen. Such loyalists adopted the main 
belief of Anglican political theology, namely that obedience to rulers was an earnest 
religious obligation, because God himself had created government and especially 
favoured monarchical rule. Jonathan Boucher argued:  
Obedience to Government is every man’s duty, because it is 
every man’s interest: but it is particularly incumbent on 
Christians, because (in addition to its moral fitness) it is 
enjoined by the positive commands of God: and therefore, 
when Christians are disobedient to human ordinances, they 




Boucher supported this argument with the following idea: since government had the 
authority and power of law and order, and thus, the power of taking one’s life, which 
is a prerogative belonging only to God, then, it inevitably followed that government 
had divine origins. In this sense, God had conferred government with the power of 
life and death.
66
 Boucher explained: ‘there is no power, but of God; the powers that 
be are ordained of God.’
67
 
In this belief system, the king, as the head of church and state, was God’s 
servant. Boucher argued: ‘the supreme magistrate, whether consisting of one or of 
many, and whether denominated an emperor, a king, an archon, a dictator, a consul, 
or a senate, is to be regarded and venerated as the vicegerent of God’.
68
 In this sense, 
due to the fact that society was ordained and commanded by a divine power, man 
had to conduct his life by following the rules of religious faith. It also followed that 
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the purpose of government was the advancement of God’s honour, through good, 
stable administration, as shown in the traditions and ceremonies of the Church of 
England. Boucher argued: ‘a levelling republican spirit in the Church naturally leads 
to republicanism in the State’.
69
  
These beliefs were grounded on a medieval notion of economy and on the 
seventeenth-century puritan ideal of Christian brotherly love. The main aim of the 
individual, living in society, should have been the welfare of the whole community. 
In order to further this aim, each person should have played a part in it with a spirit 
of Christian kindness and goodwill, dependent on his standing in society. Samuel 
Henley, asserted: ‘In the compacted strength of its members, Society found, both, a 
guard against external assault, and a remedy for intestine disorder. Each according to 
his ability or property, contributing towards the support of the whole’.
70
 In this 
system, ministers were ascribed a sacerdotal role and were deemed ‘Physicians to the 
Soul’.
71
 Implied in this was the belief in the inequality of people’s abilities and in the 
distrust towards popular power, and inferred in this belief was the necessity of the 
existence of a learned, governing elite who would take the lead in the management of 
political and social affairs. Jonathan Boucher’s semi-rhetorical questions to the 
people in Maryland who rose up in arms against Britain, clearly exhibit this distrust 
towards the abilities of the people at large. He asked: 
1. Do not the popular meetings now so common among us bear 
a very near resemblance to the tribunitial assemblies of the 
people in the earlier periods of the Roman history? 
2. Do not the resolves entered into at such popular meetings, 
and framed and supported so as to have nearly the force of 
laws, resemble also the Plebiscita, or Ordinances, which in 
after times were as valid and obligatory as the Senatus-
consulta, or laws constitutionally enacted by the whole 
legislature? 
3. Should these two quaeres be answered in the affirmative, 
does it not deserve some consideration, whether be 
encouraging these, we do not in fact encourage that 
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Elsewhere Boucher expressed even more explicitly the opinion that men did not have 
equal abilities: ‘Man differs from man in everything that can be supposed to lead to 
supremacy and subjection, as one star differs from another star in glory’. This 
inevitably led to the conclusion that government by compact was not possible. 
Besides - he reasoned - it was difficult to determine what the common good was 
because of so many diverse opinions.73  
Moreover, the right of resistance, if exercised without due reverence for the 
law, would never have allowed the rule of the majority and this would have brought 
instability, confusion and decay of government.74 In this sense, Boucher denounced 
the first Continental Congress, because he thought that the representatives to it ‘have 
not been summoned, or convened by any formal constitutional authority, or invested 
with any legislative powers: but have been chosen as freely as the circumstances of 
the time would admit’.75 Similarly, Boucher described the non-importation and non-
exportation agreements as  
a combination to ruin, or to obstruct the trade of a fellow 
citizen, who happens to differ from us, in his religious or 
political opinions, adopted in passion, prosecuted by the 
intrigues of a cabal, by innuendoes, insinuations, 
threatenings, and publicly signed, by large numbers of 
leading men, would I presume, be a manifest violation, or 
the laws of God and Man.76 
Boucher argued that the belief in non-resistance to government was to be found in 
Scripture: ‘to be quiet, and to sit still’ is what they ordained.77 The belief that 
government was not established by compact between equal men who had rights 
derived from nature was based on the idea that God had intended man to be, from his 
creation, a social being. Jonathan Boucher was categorical on this: ‘It was the 
purpose of the Creator, that man should be social’.78 
According to this doctrine, the salvation of man depended on his positive 
contribution to humanity. The Glorious Revolution promoted a kind of due respect 
for the law, which was based on the importance of civil order. While protesting at the 
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unconstitutionality of the Stamp Act, the loyalist Maryland lawyer Daniel Dulany 
reasoned that the dependence of the colonies on the British crown should not be 
effected arbitrarily, without laws regulating the relationship of the colonies to the 
mother country.
79
 More precisely, Dulany believed that the reverence for the law 
introduced by the Revolution was – in practical terms – depended on the doctrine 
that laws can not be passed without the concurrence of parliament.
80
 This led him to 
the conclusion that the right of resistance to those illegitimate actions, which 
contravened God’s law and civil rules, was warranted. Boucher, a high-churchman, 
argued that resistance was only warranted against those laws which deterred people 




According to loyalist clergymen, whenever man decided to resist 
governmental laws, he should also passively accept any governmental penalties for 
his disobedience.  The crucifixion of Christ (in that he accepted the punishment 
imposed by Pontius Pilate) represented the foremost example that due submission to 
the government was always required, even if only in the sense that one should 
patiently accept the penalties imposed for one’s disobedience. The reason for that 
was that social peace and order should not be disturbed.
82
 It followed that opposition 
should always be conducted through legal means and in an orderly manner. Despite 
opposing the Stamp Act, Dulany declared: ‘The resentment I should recommend 
would be a legal, orderly and prudent resentment’.
83
 In his exchange of letters with 
the patriot Charles Carroll of Carrollton, Dulany persistently supported the values of 
the British constitution, its main feature of decision-making through the sovereign 
legislature of King-in-Parliament and repeatedly argued for an orderly manner of 
proceeding, as opposed to any reaction which would imply or illustrate rage and 
delusion or bring about anarchy. The same reasoning is shown in Dulany’s portrayal 
of the Revolution of 1688. He argued that James II abdicated because he betrayed the 
trust placed in him by the people by trying to subvert the constitution and undermine 
the established church. At the same time, Dulany straightforwardly denied that it was 
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the Revolution which brought about the dethronement of the Stuart king, because 
then the Revolution would have been rather ‘an act of violence, than of justice’.
84
 In 
expressing this opinion, Dulany had been influenced by high-church theologians of 
the Church, who preferred to perceive the removal of James II, as his act of 
abdication, rather than the consequence of any revolutionary action. Boucher held a 
similar view, when he wrote: ‘Nothing but its success, could have rescued the 
revolution from its foul imputation, had it not been for the abdication’.
85
 It can be 
argued that Dulany’s belief in the legitimate redress of grievances through one part 
of the British constitution, that is the legislative of King-in-Parliament, and not the 
people at large, was evidence that he believed that the ultimate, sovereign authority 
in the empire, was this legislative. This betrayed the conservative slant in his thought 
and differentiated his political thinking from that of Charles Carroll.
86
  
Based on the belief that resistance should only match the severity of the 
injuries committed by government, loyalist clergymen and lay Anglicans in the 
colonies reasoned that the laws adopted by the British parliament were not so 
damaging to the colonies that they justified resistance and hence only some revision 
of the administration of the colonies was necessary. Boucher called the duty on tea 
‘insignificant’, because he did not think that it affected a great part of the population 
of America at the time.
87
 This stance led him to call for a lawful redress of 
grievances rather than for extensive revolutionary actions. According to Boucher, 
petitions addressed to the representatives in parliament, whose could repeal unjust 
laws if they wished, was the proper way to act. He thought that if redress was 
requested in a decent manner, it could be achieved.
88
  
The pursuance of this idea conformed rightly with the main Anglican credo 
that violence and war against the temporal authorities should be precluded by all 
possible channels, with the effect that it was more desirable to tolerate in silence the 
legal punishments for non-compliance with civil measures than embark on 
                                                 
84
 Onuf, Maryland and the Empire, p. 103; cf. ibid., p. 187.  
85
 Boucher, View of the Causes and Consequences, p. 552.  
86
 Peter S. Onuf (ed.), Maryland and the Empire, 1773, pp. 9-13, 37-39; for example, during the 
proclamation controversy in Maryland, contrary to what Daniel Dulany believed, Charles Carroll of 
Carrollton thought that the House of Commons alone should establish the fees paid to the officers of 
courts, see: ibid., p. 108.  
87
 Boucher, View of the Causes and Consequences, pp. 554-5.  
88
 Ibid., pp. 555-9. cf. Boucher, Letter from a Virginian, p. 13.  
 124 
revolutionary upheaval. Jonathan Boucher argued that it was precisely from this 
reverence for the law that true liberty stemmed.
89
 James Chalmers shared the clerical 
repugnance of war, deploring the ‘horrors and calamities’ that war brought.
90 
The 
belief in peaceable and moderate behaviour laid the foundations of Anglican political 
thinking and it was frequently praised by Anglican theologians in the colonies as one 
of the main qualities of human behaviour. Landon Carter believed that ‘Mildness, 
invites to Peace, Love and Duty; but Horrour plunges into Confusion and Despair.’
91
 
In the same way, Daniel Dulany prayed for moderation when seeking to regulate the 
authority of the parent country over the colonies.
92
 Jonathan Boucher insisted that 
this is what God ordained: ‘it is our duty not to disturb and destroy the peace of the 




The English civil war provided an example of the social and political 
upheaval that could be produced when moderate behaviour was not exhibited. In the 
minds of Anglican political theorists, the conduct of Cromwell and his followers, 
who overturned the authority of the established church and of monarchy, was the 
paramount example of the kind of political behaviour that should be avoided. John 
Camm, referring to Richard Bland, who allegedly desired the overthrow of the 
established order in Virginia, exclaimed: ‘How would our Hearts (say both!) with 
Rapture burn, Would Cromwell, righteous Cromwell, NOW return!’
94
 James 
Chalmers also perceived the American Revolution as a religious war. He compared 
the American War of Independence to the English civil war, and his contemporary 
patriots to those who allied with the Independents at the time of Cromwell. He 
thought that the former were duped by the latter, since they did not realize that their 
rebellion would end in rejecting the constitution and beheading the king.
95
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What’s more, these thoughts were justified by Providence, which ensured the 
prevalence of monarchy in the eighteenth and in previous centuries. The most 
indicative example was the Puritan revolution of the seventeenth century, which so 
failed of success that monarchy was restored in 1660, only eleven years after Charles 
I’s decapitation. It followed that the American and, later, the French Revolution were 
against the events ordered by Providence, since in well-ordered states monarchy 
would always be the predominant system of government. Given these assumptions, 
the loyalism of Anglican clergymen was inspired by a concept of society, which was 
distinct from the powerful secular approach of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment. 
It was based on the consideration that government referred to something 
otherworldly, different from a secular community, which was instituted for purely 
practical purposes.  
Nevertheless, pragmatic considerations regarding the role of the Church as a 
social institution did play a part in the development of the loyalist inclinations of 
some Anglican clergymen, since their appointment required a solemn oath of 
allegiance to the king.
96
 In other words, they had to serve the political establishment 
to which they had sworn loyalty. Moreover, cultural and educational references from 
the reality of clerical life also encouraged the growth of loyalist thinking among 
eighteenth-century clergymen, serving in the parent country and in the colonies. 
These practical considerations were founded on a belief in the moralizing, social 
function of the church, which promulgated moderate and peaceable behaviour and, 
thus, sought to ensure social cohesion. Conformity to the wishes of a social elite was 
necessary, because, according to loyalist thinking, only through the rule of a social 
hierarchy could the well-being of the community be maintained. Underlying this idea 
was the desire to shield the community from what was perceived as the growing 
individualism of the middle decades of the eighteenth century.  
According to the same loyalist ideas, patriots did not fight for the common 
good, but for their own, personal advancement, seeking material prosperity and 
political dominance. Anglican loyalists then held that this led to radical, immoderate 
behaviour, which in turn resulted in group divisions in political life, to social 
upheaval, and to lawlessness. The Anglican critique branded this kind of socio-
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political behaviour as democratic tyranny, which was based on the kind of 
manipulation of the populace which, in the past, had produced such social turmoil, as 
the Salem witchcraft trials and the English civil war. Daniel Dulany feared that the 
‘free people of Maryland will become a lawless mob at their [the Confederates’] 
instigation, and be the dupes of their infernal rage’.
97
 At this point, the definition of a 
Whig by Jonathan Boucher becomes interesting. He wrote: ‘a whig consists in being 
haughty and overbearing in domestic life; in being insolent to inferiors, and 
tyrannical to slaves ... to support revolution principles is, in everything, to oppose 
and thwart the executive power’.
98
 He then went to lament the consequences of 
growing political radicalism in the colonies. He stated: ‘... so total and important a 
change in the public mind cannot fail to have a mighty influence on the whole of our 
colonial system, is evident. it’s [the country’s] present form of government may be 
thus altered, by multitudes and by mobs, without infinite detriment to our civil as 
well as to our religious interests’.
99
 Following this reasoning, Boucher feared the 
expansion of lawlessness, which he saw as the consequence of excessive liberty.
100
 
He was also one of those who publicly denounced the actions of the first Continental 
Congress, as an example of those who act more according to ‘their temper than their 
judgment’, and as the product of the activities of a ‘deluded multitude’, of ‘turbulent 
demagogues’ and of ‘mad enthusiasts’, who have abused the will of God to serve the 
purposes of a Charles or a Cromwell’.
101
 
Anglicans adopted the eighteenth-century belief in the paternal character of 
every ruling authority, as previously analysed in the writings of Richard Hooker, 
Robert Filmer and Montesquieu. The works of high-churchmen in the colonies, such 
as Jonathan Boucher, illustrate the direct influence of the patriarchal doctrines of 
Robert Filmer.
102
 Boucher explained the paternal nature of government in the 
following way: Government on earth imitated the government of angels in heaven, in 
the sense that ‘as soon as there were some to be governed, there were also some to 
govern’. Consequently, ‘the families of the earth were subjected to rulers, at first set 
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over them by God’, with the effect that ‘the first father was the first king’.
103
 In this 
way, the government of a family set the precedent for the government of 
communities and nations. The first example of this was the family of Adam and Eve, 
exercising power over their offspring, as ordained by God.
104
 There were some 
statesmen, however, who disavowed Filmer’s principles, despite being loyalists. In 
Virginia, John Camm declared: ‘This Sir Robert Filmer, if I mistake not, is one who 
stood up for arbitrary Government and dispensing Powers.’
105
 The paternal character 
of governing authorities seems to have largely imbued the thought of eighteenth-
century Anglicans, whether patriots or loyalists, without them making a conscious 
examination of its origins. Richard Bland, a revolutionary, referring to King George 
III, held: ‘The Father of his People, is at too great a Distance to extend his beneficent 
Hand for their Relief in Time’
106
 while Landon Carter gave a great illustration of this 
belief in the paternal and sacred nature of the authority of the Crown in the following 
words:  
As we are persuaded that our Sovereign cannot wish to have a stronger 
Testimony of Love and Obedience in his People than what he must have 
experienced from the constant Behaviour of Virginia, … it is humbly 
hoped that he will not suffer himself to be induced to withdraw his 




 It was believed that the value of social establishments was to protect man 
from his own power, irrationality and fervour through the agency of positive laws. 
Daniel Dulany expressed the following opinion:  
I well know there are men of the profession [lawyers], who 
need not the restriction of positive Law to keep them within 
the bounds of moderation; but … it may happen that 
profligate, and illiberal me, may sometimes insinuate 
themselves into the most honourable professions, to check 
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Similarly, Jonathan Boucher took for granted the intrinsic evil disposition in man’s 
character, due to the Fall, and argued that the purpose of laws and government was to 
regulate man’s conduct. He stated: ‘If men were as good as it is their interest to be, 
laws and governors would be unnecessary’.
109
 Alluding to the royal prerogative, 
Richard Bland stated: ‘but great and powerful as it is, it can only be exerted while in 
the Hands of the best and most benign Sovereign, for the Good of his People, and not 
for their Destruction’.
110
 In his Plain Truth James, Chalmers, a Maryland landowner, 
Chalmers exhibited the usual loyalist distrust towards concerted popular action or 
sovereignty in claiming that without the authority of the crown ‘our constitution 
would immediately degenerate into democracy’.
111
 In a conservative vein, Chalmers 
stood as a firm supporter of good order, which would only be provided by 
aristocratic government, while he denounced factionalism, confusion, wars, sedition 
and anarchy, that, he thought, prevail in a democracy.
112
 
The exertion of the authority of the king was thought to contribute to the 
maintenance of society. This theory contradicted John Locke’s theory of the social 
contract as the origin of society and, instead, it promulgated the idea that the right of 
the colonists to wield legislative power was not a right, which was granted by nature, 
but was granted by the indulgence of the parent country. Besides, for those Anglican 
clergymen who were born or educated in Britain, the continuous attachment with 
Britain and the British King was a natural course of action, since the latter were the 
elements to which they were customarily related. In the mindset of those Anglicans, 
the American colonists were inevitably an integral part of British society.  
Moreover, the structure of the Church of England, with its archbishops, 
bishops, priests and deacons, was based on an hierarchical concept of society, which 
was particularly appealing to the wealthy, being a product of the prospering trading 
towns along the American seaboard. Daniel Dulany hinted at these developments 
when he observed:  
I fancy you will hear many of my brother-mechanicks raising 
their voices against you, who scarce know the meaning of your 
Court-influence, and Corruption, who will stand on the side of 
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him, whom they think from an unprejudiced observation of his 
manners, the likeliest to shield them from oppression: or may 
it be, the encrease of whose business, as it is closely connected 
with the prosperity of the city, bids the fairest to enlarge the 
sphere of action, and importance, not only of every tradesman, 





Anglican clergymen often befriended the colonial elite of the seaboard towns to the 
effect that they expressed concerns about the future of their trade, in the case of the 
outbreak of war with Britain.
114
 The Anglican faith, their social position and self-
interest determined the political affiliations of the wealthy Anglican ‘moderate men’, 
and strengthened their belief in the moralizing, paternal role of the Church and the 
British Crown. These groups depended - to a great extend – on British sponsorship 
for their social and political survival. In this respect, Daniel Dulany asked Charles 
Carroll of Carrollton:  
Have they [his adversaries] not as deep a stake in the safety of 
the Constitution as you, or your friends? What can possibly 
tempt them to join in the demolition of that bulwark, which 
alone shelters them in the enjoyment of their fortunes, and of 







After compiling a ‘Declaration of Rights’, the Virginian delegates set out to draft a 
new constitution for their state. After long discussions, the constitution, which 
emerged, represented a mixture of liberal and conservative views. The authority of 
the governor and of the Privy Council was successfully controlled by the assembly 
and the separation of powers enshrined. More radical measures, which Jefferson had 
suggested, such as universal manhood suffrage, the proportioning of representation 
in the House of Delegates to the population, the disestablishment of the Church of 
England and the ratification of the constitution by the people at large, failed, 
however, to win the approval of the majority. Maryland statesmen had to deliberate 
on similar issues in a convention where the demarcation between conservative and 
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radical powers was more pronounced than in Virginia. Before the resulting 
constitution could bear the mark of the views of both factions, the strong tendencies 
of the elite to reaffirm its power had to be severely restrained.  
Carter Braxton’s Address to the Convention and Ancient Dominion of 
Virginia; on the Subject of Government in general and recommending a particular 
form to their consideration (1776) contained one of the first plans of government to 
be suggested and gives a flavour of the conservative thinking that was expressed at 
the time. Wishing to strike a balance between tradition and innovation, Braxton 
recommended a constitution with many aristocratic features,
116
 on the grounds that:  
it cannot be wise to draw them [men] further from their 
former institutions, than obvious reasons and necessity will 
justify. Should a form of government directly opposite to the 
ancient one, under which they have been happy, be 
introduced and established; will they not on the least disgust 
repine at the change, and be disposed even to acts of 




Braxton identified the main flaw of the British constitution as being the influence of 
the monied interest, which destroyed the independence of Lords and Commons, and 
he went on to state that ‘however necessary it may be to shake off the authority of 
arbitrary British dictators, we ought nevertheless to adopt and perfect that system, 
which England has suffered to be so grossly abused, and the experience of ages has 
taught as to venerate’.
118
 For Braxton, effective remedies would have been the 
removal of placemen, triennial elections and the suppression of the ‘rotten 
boroughs’.
119
 Richard Henry Lee and Patrick Henry opposed such ideas, but on 12 
May 1776 Edmund Pendleton wrote to Braxton, denouncing democracy as a political 
system: 
A democracy, considered as referring determinations, either 
legislative or executive, TO THE PEOPLE AT LARGE, is 
the worst form (of government) imaginable. Of all others, I 
own, I prefer the true English constitution, which consists of 
a proper combination of the principles of honor, virtue, and 
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fear. I confess there are some objections EVEN TO THIS, 





Braxton should have agreed to this representation, since he was not a republican 
himself. In the aforementioned pamphlet, he wrote: ‘The systems recommended to 
the Colonies, seem to accord with the temper of the times, and are fraught with all 
the tumult and riot incident to simple democracy’. Braxton thought that democracy 
required public virtue, which in turn implied disinterested motives when acting for 




There was, therefore, in Virginia a group of conservative statesmen, who, 
despite the fact that they had sided with the patriots, entertained – even in post-
revolutionary times – a liking for English political ideas, because England, as a 
cultural centre, still influenced their thinking. This was acknowledged by Arthur Lee, 
who, in 1775, had stressed the cultural attachment between Britain and America in 
these words:  
We have every influence of interest and affection to attach 
us to each other, and make us wish to preserve the union 
indissoluble. The same laws, the same religion, the same 
constitution, the same feelings, sentiments and habits, are a 




Conservative politicians wished the continuation of tradition and distrusted 
the change that the conferring of power on the people would have brought. They had 
a desire, therefore, for good social order, as cultivated by the maintenance of the 
hierarchical structure of society and politics that English constitutionalism promoted. 
Carter Braxton declared: 
let it be remembered that under them [English laws], she 
[Virginia] flourished and was happy. The same principles 
which led the English to greatness, animate us. To that 
principle our laws, our customs, and our manners are 
adapted, and it would be perverting all order, to oblige us, 
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Braxton’s Anglican upbringing and his education at the College of William and 
Mary, as well as his stay for two years in England (1758-60) can partly explain his 
preference for a highly stratified society, at the apex of which an educated elite 
would be placed and to whom alone should government should trusted.
124
  
The majority of statesmen in Virginia at the time, however, thought that the 
people at large should play a greater role in the administration of the polity and that 
political power should not be granted only to the elite. The constitution, voted at the 
Virginia convention of May and June 1776, shows the urge of Virginian 
revolutionaries to check the power of the executive, namely that of the governor, 
through the exertion of the power of the people by way of their representatives in a 
bi-cameral assembly. One of the first checks on the authority of the executive was 
the annual election and rotation in office stipulated for the governor and his council: 
the governor was to be elected annually by the joint ballot of both Houses of the 
assembly, was not to serve more than three consecutive one-year terms and was to be 
ineligible for election for three years thereafter. The eight-member Privy Council 
was to be elected by the joint ballot of both Houses and be renewed by removal and 
replacement of two members every three years, with retiring members ineligible for 
election for three years thereafter. Moreover, the separation of powers, executive, 
judiciary and legislative, ensured the independence of their judgment and represented 
a strong deviation from the king-in-parliament principle of the British constitution, 
whereby the representatives of the people did not have any autonomous authority.
125
  
Some elements of pre-revolutionary usage crept into the Virginia 
constitution, however. The broadening of suffrage, which George Mason had 
suggested, and the almost universal suffrage, based on property of only fifty acres 
and through grants of the same to those who did not possess it, which Thomas 
Jefferson had recommended, did not come to fruition. The right to vote would 
‘remain as exercised at present’, mainly resting with freeholders possessing landed 
estates of at least £1,000 value. Moreover, contrary to the stipulation in the 
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constitution that the lower house of the assembly would consist of two 
representatives from each county, Jefferson had suggested that the representative 
should be proportionate to the population. Representation in the lower house of the 
assembly, as adopted, ensured the prevalence of the Tidewater elite with its large 
plantations to the detriment of the interests of the large number of small landowners 
in the Piedmont and the West. In addition, despite the urgings of George Mason and 
Thomas Jefferson to immediately proceed with the disestablishment of the Church of 
England, the members of the Virginia Convention preferred not to discuss - at that 
time - this controversial subject. Consequently, the church was disestablished only 
gradually during the following decade.
126
  
In Maryland, a convention, met on 14 August 1776, for the purpose of 
framing a declaration of rights and a new constitution. As in Virginia, there existed 
in Maryland a group of conservative Anglican political leaders, the most prominent 
of whom were Samuel Chase, Brice Worthington and Charles Carroll, the Barrister. 
As with Carter Braxton in Virginia, Chase believed that the new constitution of his 
state should restore British liberties (mainly, the trial by jury, freedom of the press 
and the right to petition) to their original function, unburdened from the corruption of 
the British system. The declaration of rights that was produced at the convention 
denounced plurality in office, and advocated the principles of the separation of 
powers and rotation in office. In the society which he envisioned, government and 
good order would be entrusted to an educated elite of wealth, who would be 
accountable to their propertied constituents only. In this sense, the former status quo 
as instituted under the proprietary government would be maintained. In Maryland, 
this group had to contend with those politicians who strove for radical reforms. They 
were led by Matthias and Rezin Hammond, John Hall and Charles Ridgely. Their 
main aim was to establish a political system which would break away from British 
practices and norms of the past so that the popular will would be taken into account 
to a much greater extent. Radical political ideas of this sort were particularly 
appealing in the northern and western counties of Maryland.
127
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The differences between the political agenda of the patriots and that of the 
Hammond-Ridgely faction came to the fore during the discussion on the state’s new 
constitution. The Hammond-Ridgely group formed a plan of government, which 
rendered all governmental bodies accountable to an annually elected bicameral 
legislature with annual popular elections for the county officials and militia officers 
and universal manhood suffrage for the revolutionary native-born and the loyalist 
foreign-born freemen who fulfilled reasonable residence and property requirements. 
This programme was included in the instructions that were given to Anne Arundel 
county’s convention delegates, led by Rezin Hammond.
128
 This plan was 
objectionable to the patriot faction, who would not endorse the suggestion for the 
popular election of sheriffs and justices of the peace. Moreover, the patriots held that 
those without property should not have the right to vote, because they had no stake in 
society and that the expression of their political will could, therefore, be subversive 
of good social order.
129
  
Thomas Johnson, Robert T. Hooe, Matthew Tilghman, Charles Carroll of 
Carrollton, George Plater and Robert Goldsborough were actively involved in the 
committee, which was assigned the task of drafting the new constitution. It seems 
that Samuel Chase, though initially a member of the convention, later collaborated 
with the constitutional committee at a distance. The document, which they prepared, 
included such stipulations as a three-year term for members in the House of 
Delegates, a seven-year term for members of the Senate, elected through an electoral 
college, which was elected by the voters, landed property qualifications for the 
members of the government, and property qualifications for the voters according to 
colonial standards. Moreover, administrative officers, such as county sheriffs, 
assessors and clerks, would not be popularly elected, as the radicals wished, but 
appointed by the governor and council.
130
 Finally, a compromise was reached: 
senators would serve a five-year term, and delegates a one-year one, but William 
Paca and Samuel Chase argued that, in this way, they would be too much dependent 
on the will of the people and, thus, public liberty might be placed in danger. In 
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addition, property requirements for voters and office-holders were reduced in a way 
that not only landed estate, but also real or personal property were admissible as 
qualifications for the franchise used to elect senators and delegates. For voters, the 
colonial standard of fifty-acre freehold was retained, but a property of £30 current 
money was also acceptable, far reduced from the £40 sterling that was required in 
colonial times. The governor and council would only have executive, not legislative 
powers, but they could appoint a wide range of officers, except for county sheriffs 
who would be elected.
131
  
It is evident that if Samuel Chase and his fellow-patriots had managed to 
prevail in the convention a very conservative constitution would have been voted 
with high property qualifications for office-holding, longer terms of office, more 
appointed officers, and restrictions on the exercise of political rights for those who 
had not actively supported the Revolution.
132
 Such a constitution would have 
expressed the political philosophy of the conservatives who supported the 
maintenance of social order through the government of an elite of merit, who would 
be accountable to the propertied classes.
133
 The hierarchical nature of the Church of 
England, which most of the members of the Maryland elite attended, as well as the 
English system of government, to which members of the elite owed their social 
standing since colonial times, inevitably influenced the political thinking of 
conservative statesmen.  
A heated discussion on the nature of the Republican government and its 
legislative bodies erupted in Maryland during the paper money dispute in 1785-6, 
when Samuel Chase became a leader. He supported the gradual issue on loan of up to 
£350,000 of currency to citizens who would offer as collateral lands of twice the 
value of the loan. On this, he had on his side the majority of the public. Conversely, 
prominent members of the Maryland elite, such as Alexander Contee Hanson, 
Edward Lloyd and Charles Carroll of Carrollton thought that such a measure would 
be destructive for the economy of the young state. Related to this subject was the 
newspaper controversy, which erupted in the first half of 1787. In this, the principal 
                                                 
131
 Haw, Life of Samuel Chase, pp. 75-6; 4 November 1776. Proceedings of the Conventions of the 
Province of Maryland, pp. 329-31.  
132
 Constitution and Form of Government … of Maryland [Annapolis: Frederick Green, 1776]; 8 Nov. 
1776. Proceedings of the Conventions of the Province of Maryland, pp. 348-9.  
133
 Haw, Life of Samuel Chase, p. 77.  
 136 
protagonists were William Paca on behalf of the Delegates and Alexander Contee 
Hanson on behalf of the Senate. Hanson argued that the popular instructions to the 
Senate were useful as information or advice, but not binding. The Senate, a body 
consisted of a natural aristocracy of merit, and destined to check the more passionate 
and irrational decisions of the House of Delegates, a democratic body, should be left 
to exercise its proper role and not to be swayed in its resolves from direct popular 
action between elections. Samuel Chase did not contest the rightfulness of the fact 
that a major political role was granted to this aristocratic group, but he lamented its 
unresponsiveness to the popular will.
134
 This episode illustrates that belief in the 
merits of the political leadership of a socio-economic elite was deeply embedded in 
the thought of Maryland statesmen during the revolutionary period. Different 
perceptions of its precise function within the bounds of republicanism were, 
however, projected.  
The elite in the Chesapeake were reluctant to abandon their social standing 
and privileges, as is illustrated in their drafting of new constitutions. Inevitably 
influenced by the English political system, religion and culture, conservative 
politicians in Virginia, such as Carter Braxton and Edmund Pendleton did not 
advocate democracy. They merely wished to safeguard English liberties and good 
social order as enshrined in English constitutionalism, when purged from corruption. 
The constitution, which was eventually produced, secured the right of the people at 
large to play a meaningful role in administration, but only the landed elite had the 
right to vote and, in the lower house of the assembly, representation was not 
proportionate to the population. Similarly, in Maryland, the influence of the 
propertied elite, who contended with the radical Hammond-Ridgely political group, 
was immense. As a result, its constitution secured long terms of office for senators 
and property qualifications for voters and office-holders and reaffirmed the 
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Disestablishment aroused fierce debates in the Chesapeake related to the degree of 
support that the state should lend to religion. In Maryland disestablishment of the 
Church of England was achieved in a straightforward way, by a single legislative 
action, but it was not complete in the sense that state support of religion in general 
was maintained. It can be argued that in Maryland, it was the smouldering opposition 
of the elite towards the proprietary government and the church that the latter 
controlled that led to disestablishment, but the influence of British constitutional and 
cultural values on the thought of Maryland statesmen precluded the possibility of 
complete disestablishment in their state. In Virginia, the process of disestablishment, 
was achieved gradually involving discussions on toleration, on the appropriateness of 
the measure of general assessment for religion and on individual natural rights. A 
conservative nucleus of Virginian politicians were reluctant to do away with the 
foundations of the religious system to which they were accustomed and, in several 
instances, served. As was shown in a previous section, the more pronouncedly 
Anglican upbringing of Virginian politicians, as compared to those of Maryland, 
together with the fact that in colonial times these Virginians were the principal 
administrators of church affairs can be deemed the main reasons why they adopted a 
moderate approach of the established church. As a result, the disestablishment of the 
Church of England was achieved in a piecemeal way in Virginia, when compared to 
the more decisive resolutions of the Marylanders. The forcefulness of Virginia 
dissenters, however, who had long endured the injustice of paying for the support of 
a church which they did not attend, and the adoption of the natural rights doctrine 
from their leaders, led, ultimately, to the complete disestablishment of the church in 
that state.  
In Maryland, the Declaration of Rights of November 1776 banned taxation 
for the support of any religious denomination. Gustavus Scott, delegate from 
Somerset County, moved to secure state support for religion. He proposed that there 
would be a general tax for religion on the payment of which each person could 
specify which denomination he desired to support.
135
 His suggestion, nevertheless, 
did not come into effect, since taxes were so burdensome for Marylanders during the 
war there was overwhelming opposition at the time to more taxes for the support of 
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religion. Samuel Chase was, however, consistent in his claim that the Maryland 
convention should take appropriate care of this issue, as his effort in 1777 for the 
practical application of the relevant stipulation in the constitution illustrates. 
Similarly, the leaders of the Anglican Church in Maryland would not let the matter 
rest. The participants in the November 1784 session of the assembly, wherein other 
projects for civil improvement were launched, seemed to Chase particularly receptive 
to the plan for the state support of religion. As a result, he brought in a bill, whereby 
each taxpayer would have to designate the church towards the support of which he 
wished to contribute and according to which non-Christians were entirely exempted 
from this kind of taxation. There was strong opposition in the assembly against 
Chase’s bill. Only a resolution which approved state support for religion in general 
was passed by the House of Delegates with a vote of twenty-seven to twenty-one. A 
more specific regulation which ensured state support for all ministers of the Christian 
religion passed by only twenty-six to twenty-four votes. Public disagreement to the 
plan, however, was prevalent: a sliding economy in the immediate post-revolutionary 
years made the passing of any new tax bill difficult to achieve and the Delegates 
unanimously voted against the bill in November 1785. As a result, Maryland never 
did implement its initial constitutional authorization for the support of religion in 
general.
136
   
Samuel Chase was perhaps the most pious Maryland politician at this time. 
His father was the Reverend Thomas Chase, who had officiated in Somerset Parish, 
Somerset County, and in St. Paul’s Parish, Baltimore County. He was a staunch anti-
Catholic, as he demonstrated during Britain’s wars with France and the Jacobite 
rebellion of 1745-6. Samuel Chase, taught at home by his father, had acquired a 
gentleman’s education with interests in Latin and Greek, history and literature. He 
inherited from his father his love of classical scholarship and his religious piety, as 
his support for his church throughout his life and his opposition to complete 
disestablishment illustrate.
137
 In 1784, Chase advised his sons, Sammy and Tommy, 
to pursue the study of classics, as well as history, geography, philosophy, rhetoric 
and mathematics, but ‘the first object’ they were ‘to learn and never forsake’ was 
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their ‘duty to God and man without which anything else is useless’, since ‘the duties 
of religion and morality are never to be dispensed with’. ‘Follies’ he might ‘excuse, 
but certain vices’ he would ‘never pardon, such as impiety, gaming and drinking’.
138
 
Chase was a friend of Bennet Allen and he had opposed the 1768 bill, which had 
intended to impose supervision over the clergy through a board, presided over by the 
governor. During the controversy over the clergy’s salaries, Chase had defended the 
Talbot County minister, John Barclay in April 1772, and, despite his and Paca’s 
dispute with Jonathan Boucher in the newspapers, Chase never went so far as to deny 
the legality of the church establishment of 1702 or directly attack the Anglican 
Church in an anticlerical vein, as Paca did. Chase, however, could not adopt 
Boucher’s views regarding the propriety of a resident bishop in America. Following 
the way of reasoning of many of his fellow countrymen, Chase linked episcopacy 
with burdensome taxes, oppressive ecclesiastical courts and British tyrannical 
measures. Having spent all his life in Maryland, he could not appreciate the pomp 
and pageantry of the Anglican Church, as instituted in England. He was a loyal 
disciple of the Church of England, but only so far as it functioned in Maryland.
139
  
In Virginia, for years dissenters had demanded the disestablishment of the 
Anglican Church. The Declaration of Rights of 1776 formed a favourable climate for 
the submission of their petitions regarding this matter.
140
 George Mason, who had 
drafted a large part of the final text of the Virginia Declaration of Rights, had 
couched his belief in the freedom of conscience on terms of full religious toleration 
by the state. Mason stated:  
as Religion, or the Duty which we owe to our divine and 
omnipotent Creator, and the Manner of discharging it, can 
be governed only by Reason and Conviction, not by Force 
or Violence; and therefore all Men shou’d enjoy the fullest 
Toleration in the Exercise of Religion, according to the 
Dictates of Conscience, unpunished and unrestrained by the 
Magistrate, unless under Colour of Religion, any Man 
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In his advocacy of toleration, Mason was influenced by Locke’s Essay concerning 
Toleration (1667), but he would go so far as to endorse complete disestablishment. 
Conversely, for James Madison, freedom of conscience was an absolute right 
unrelated to any decision in favour of toleration either by the state or by another 
religious body. At Montpelier, Madison was brought up in an Anglican household. 
His tutor was the Reverend Thomas Martin, rector of the local Brick Church. The 
Reverend Martin was a graduate of the Presbyterian College of New Jersey (later 
Princeton), presided over by the militant Presbyterian John Witherspoon from 
Edinburgh. In 1769, Madison visited the College, in the company of Reverend 
Martin, and remained there to study for a year and a half. Influenced by Presbyterian 
doctrines, at his return to Virginia, Madison was found on the side of the religious 
minority. Inevitably, he was struck by the strengths of religious persecution in the 
colony, supported by the established status of the Anglican Church there. On 24 
January 1774, he wrote to his former fellow-student, William Bradford of 
Philadelphia:  
I want again to breathe your free Air. That diabolical Hell-
conceived principle of persecution rages among some and to 
their eternal Infamy the Clergy can furnish their Quota of 
Imps for such business. This vexes me the worst of anything 
whatever. There are at this [time] in the adjacent County not 
less than 5 or 6 well-meaning men in close Goal for 





Consequently, at the 1776 Convention Madison, with Patrick Henry’s backing, 
advocated disestablishment. He presented the following statement, to be added in the 
‘Declaration of Rights’:  
That Religion or the duty we owe to our Creator, and the 
manner of discharging it, being under the direction of reason 
and conviction only, not of violence or compulsion, all men 
are equally entitled to the full and free exercise of it 
according to the dictates of Conscience, and therefore that 
no man or class of men ought, on account of religion to be 
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invested with peculiar emoluments or privileges nor 




Such staunch churchmen as Robert Carter Nicholas and Edmund Pendleton were not, 
however, prepared to accept a clause attacking the establishment. As a result, the 
final version of the ‘Virginia Declaration of Rights’ contained only the phrase: ‘all 
men are equally entitled to the free exercise of religion, according to the dictates of 
conscience’,
144
 without any reference to the policy that should be followed by the 
civil and religious authorities.  
Popular opinion in Virginia was, nevertheless, favourable to disestablishment. 
The legislative committee on religion received, at that time, sixteen petitions 
requesting the severance of the ties between church and state, whereas only three of 
the ninety-five parishes were favourable to the maintenance of the established 
church. Under the thrust of such pressure, the assembly decided, in that year, to 
dispense with the law requiring dissenters to pay taxes for the support of the 
established church. Besides, after 1776, the Anglican clergy did not receive any 
salaries, while the official termination of their payments was enacted in 1779. 
George Mason drafted the relevant act, but his suggestion that the property of the 
Church of England in Virginia remain to its members was excised from the bill by 
the committee on religion. Opposition to Mason’s recommendation can be attributed 
to the fact that, while most of the delegates were Anglicans, their constituents were 
often dissenters, who had largely contributed to the acquisition of this property by 
the Church. Committee members, however, did not move to complete 
disestablishment at this stage.
145
  
This points to the existence of conflicting strains in Virginia society and 
polity at the time. Despite the growth of a dissenting population which pressed for 
even more radical changes in administration, the governing Anglican elite still 
adhered firmly to the cultural values and practices of the pre-revolutionary past. 
These opposing political forces came forward in a fervent debate on the value of the 
establishment of a particular religious denomination, which erupted between the 
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years 1779 and 1785. Thomas Jefferson’s act for establishing religious freedom was 
introduced, in 1779, but failed to pass. Jefferson argued:  
Well aware … that Almighty God hath created the mind 
free, and … that all attempts to influence it by temporal 
punishments, or burthens, or by civil incapacitations, tend 
only to beget habits of hypocricy and meanness … that to 
compel a man to furnish contributions of money for the 
propagation of opinion which he disbelieves and abhors, is 
sinful and tyrannical … that our civil rights have no 
dependence on our religious opinions … and finally, that 
truth is great and will prevail if left to herself … 
We the General Assembly of Virginia do enact that … all 
men shall be free to profess, and by argument to maintain, 
their opinions in matters of religion, and that the same shall 





The alternative suggestion, namely a general assessment for the support of religion, 
proposed by Patrick Henry, and endorsed by Richard Henry Lee and Edmund 
Pendleton, seemed to gain ground. Indeed, five years later, in response to petitions 
from various counties, the October Assembly of 1784, by a vote of 47 to 32, ordered 
Patrick Henry to frame a bill, introducing general assessment. This bill attempted to 
ensure state support for religion in an equitable way, since parishioners would prefer 
to fund the minister that conformed to the religious affiliation of the majority 
amongst them. Patrick Henry’s main argument was that this system promoted virtue 
and peace in society. This bill passed its second reading and was scheduled for final 
consideration, when Madison argued that such a serious issue could not be decided in 
a single Assembly session. By a vote of 45 to 38, it was then resolved to postpone 
discussion of this measure until the following autumn. In the meantime, however, 
Patrick Henry was promoted to the post of governor (November 1785) and Madison 
had the opportunity to inform the counties about this bill.
 147
   
Apart from Jefferson, Madison’s allies included Baptists and Presbyterians, 
as well as such liberals as George Mason and George Nicholas. They argued that 
government support of religion led to the corruption of the latter and that it violated 
people's civil and natural rights. In their minds, the new measure did not seek to 
establish anything different from the institutions of the old regime. These arguments 
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were expressed in James Madison’s Memorial and Remonstrance To the Honorable 
the General Assembly of the Commonwealth of Virginia (1785), which was intended 
for wide circulation and signature: ‘We maintain therefore that in matters of 
Religion, no man’s right is abridged by the institution of Civil Society, and that 
Religion is wholly exempt from its cognisance’.
148
 This document was circulated 
actively in the Northern Neck, but it did not receive from everyone the support that it 
sought. In a letter to George Mason on 3 October 1785, George Washington held that 
he did not oppose government support of religion and that he lamented the upheaval 
that the debate over issues concerning religion had produced. He claimed:  
Altho’ no man’s sentiments are more opposed to any kind of 
restraint upon religious principles than mine are; yet I must 
confess, that I am not amongst the number of those who are 
so much alarmed at the thoughts of making People pay 
towards the support of that which they profess … As the 
matter now stands, I wish an assessment had never been 
agitated, and as it has gone so far, that the Bill could die an 
easy death; because I think it will be productive of more 
quiet to the State, than by enacting it into a Law; which in 
my opinion, would be impolitic, admitting there is a decided 




Washington also did not sign the Fairfax County petition against the bill when it 
came under discussion the following month at a session of the Assembly. Similarly, 
as was expected, Richard Henry Lee refused to endorse Madison’s suggestions. He 
noted: ‘he must be a very inattentive observer of our Country, who does not see that 
avarice is accomplishing the destruction of religion, for want of a legal obligation to 
contribute something to its support’.
150
 Moreover, Presbyterians in several counties, 




In the autumn of 1785 Madison mustered sufficient legislative support to 
affect a decisive blow on the attempt to levy religious taxes. The Methodists, who 
earlier had considered themselves part of the Church of England, and were, therefore, 
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in favour of the general assessment bill, rescinded their previous support. The 
general sentiment against Patrick Henry's bill came to be so evident that this law was 
never put to a second vote. The time was then ripe for Madison and his allies to bring 
Jefferson's Act for Establishing Religious Freedom forward for consideration. It 
passed the House in December 1785 and shortly thereafter the Senate approved it. 
On 19 January 1786, the governor countersigned the bill, which put a permanent halt 
on governmental involvement in religion.
152
 The main arguments in this bill, which 
were influenced by Madison’s Memorial and Remonstrance, were that civil 
punishments in matters of religious faith could not guarantee the sincerity of one’s 
beliefs. Moreover, it was deemed tyrannical to impose taxes for the support of any 
religion that one did not profess. This was based on the idea that government, 
because of its fallibility, was not the appropriate authority in regulating matters of 
conscience and hence such a law was an infringement of the natural rights and 
liberties of the individual.
153
 
In Virginia, dissenters’ resentment against the Church of England (the King’s 
Church, which was associated with British tyranny) and Enlightenment ideas about 
the natural rights of freedom of religion, of conscience and of expression played a 
major role in the prevalence of views in favour of complete disestablishment.
154
 As 
described above, the disestablishment of the church in Maryland was swifter than 
that in Virginia. This can be attributed to the fact that, in Maryland, the proprietor, 
rather than the laity, as was the case in Virginia, had the major say in the 
management of church affairs. In this way, in Maryland, smouldering opposition 
against the proprietor and his arbitrary rule led to the rejection of every institution 
that was directly associated with him and with the British administration. In Virginia, 
the ruling elite already had a preponderant role in church management, with the 
result that in the post-revolutionary period, they did not feel state support of the 
Anglican Church, this relic of the old regime, as oppressive as their Maryland 
counterparts did. Disestablishment, however, concerned the clerical members of the 
church at least as much as – or even more than – its lay members. The examination 
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of the reaction of Chesapeake Anglican ministers towards issues that 
disestablishment entailed, namely the changes in the means of their financial support, 
and the substitution of the king as the head of the Church, will lead to the 
investigation of deeper issues, involving their professional, cultural and national 
identity. 
 
Clerical Attitudes towards Disestablishment 
 
The disestablishment of the Anglican Church in the Chesapeake and in the colonies 
further south and the resulting discontinuation of their salaries was an important 
factor, in discouraging ministers from continuing in their posts. The fact that 
ministers could became dependent only on the voluntary subscriptions of their 
parishioners for their remuneration rendered their income very precarious. As a result 
of disestablishment, nearly half of the Virginian ministers left their offices, in most 
cases voluntarily, while in Maryland this group represented around forty per cent of 
the clergy.
155
 In those cases of a strong personal attachment of a minister to his 
parishioners, the decision to leave a parish was difficult, and these relationships 
could even be so strong as to contribute to a parish retaining a minister with loyalist 
sympathies. These choices in a minister’s professional career involve broader issues 
of national identity. Britain undeniably exerted a strong cultural influence on all 
colonial Anglican ministers, but patriots were keener than loyalists to embrace 
America as their adopted home and they came to appreciate the positive aspects of 
disestablishment. 
As stressed above, in the disestablishment era, one major issue, which 
clergymen had to deal with was their remuneration. Secular activities, performed to 
earn a living, were considered inappropriate for the clerical profession and status. 
When, ministerial salaries were suspended, a group of Virginian clergymen sent a 
memorial to the assembly, reminding it that they had ‘entered into Holy Orders 
expecting to receive the several Emoluments which such religious establishment 
offered; that from the nature of their education they are precluded from gaining a 
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tolerable subsistence in any other way of life’.
156
 Given the new circumstances, 
however, clergymen with considerable financial obligations had to consider taking 
up occupations of a secular nature. These included teaching, farming, practising 
medicine, or acting as chaplains. Samuel Chase’s father, the Reverend Thomas 
Chase, had to become a schoolmaster in order to supplement his income, hence he 
was reluctant to accept independence. His son was a prominent revolutionary, and he 
himself a former Son of Liberty, but for conscience’s sake he was lukewarm towards 
the revolutionary cause. In February 1778 he was obliged to take the oath of 




Mutual affection between parishioners and their clergyman rendered the 
decision to leave a clerical post especially difficult, but, conversely, absence of such 
attachment greatly encouraged his departure. In Virginia, Christopher MacRae was 
so close to his parishioners that they understood his reasons of conscience, when he 
refused to take the oath of allegiance to the Congress, and they even petitioned the 
assembly for permission for him to keep his glebe and his post. In contrast, 
Alexander Cruden’s Virginia parishioners did not seem as sympathetic towards him, 
when he refused to abandon his loyalty to the king. The vestry advertised his position 
in the Gazette, interpreting his attitude as abdicating his position. There were 
ministers who had hostile relations with their vestries from the beginning of their 
time in office and the Revolution only aggravated such a situation. Bennet Allen, in 
Maryland, had previously incurred the opposition of his parishioners when he sought 
pluralistic appointments, in the 1760s when he opposed the assembly’s decisions 
regarding clerical remuneration and in the 1770s when he did not support 
revolutionary activities. After such strained relations with the colonists, he not 
surprisingly left for England in 1775. Sometimes, the termination of a minister’s 
employment resulted only from his loyalist affiliation. William Douglas, who 
officiated in Louisa County, Virginia had served his parishioners very faithfully, 
taking long trips to marry couples, visit sick people and baptize children. These 
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endeavours seem not to have mattered much, however, because the vestry decided to 
replace him in the tempest of the Revolution.
158
  
These issues of personal attachment and responsibility to family and 
parishioners interplayed with broader influences related to the professional or 
national identity of the ministers. Anglican clergy were members of the Church of 
England who officiated in America either as colonial ministers, being part of the 
established church, or as missionaries, accountable to the SPG. Attachment to 
England, as a cultural ‘home’, varied according to whether ministers were born in 
England or in the colonies, but the parent country undeniably exerted a cultural and 
psychological influence over all the Anglican clergy. Many of them had been 
educated in British universities and everyone had visited England at least once in 
their lives in order to become ordained. Their descriptions convey the great 
impression that the majesty of cathedrals and the pageantry of English ecclesiastical 
courts left on their minds. The Reverend James Ogilvie of Virginia described with 
great awe his attendance at a gathering of the London elite and his encounter with the 
Archbishop of York, and the Bishops of Durham and Lincoln. These experiences 
inevitably created a divided allegiance.  
This is particularly evident in the thought of loyalists, who had to reconcile 
their affection for Britain with their sentiments for America, ‘their adopted home’. 
This ambivalence as regards matters of cultural and national affiliation is illustrated 
by the fact that some Anglican ministers expressed at the beginning of the conflict 
the wish that no harm come to either country, while they declared that they prayed 
for the welfare of both Britain and America. In 1775, the Reverend William Smith 
stated that ‘God knows my love is strong & my zeal ardent for the prosperity of both 
Countries’.
159
 Jonathan Boucher thought that revolutionaries considered him a 
loyalist, because of his English birth, although he had lived many years of his life in 
America, married there and owned property.
160
 Boucher depicted the relationship 
between Britain and America as one between parent and child and thought that their 
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interests were naturally interrelated so much that he wished for the prosperity of 
both. He stated: ‘I cannot dissociate the idea of a perfect sameness of interest 
between the two countries, as much as between a parent and a child.’
161
 The 
portrayal of the bonds between Britain and America as parental was indeed common 
among loyalists, who thought that America had shown ingratitude towards the parent 
country by rebelling against it. Conversely, patriot Anglicans reconfigured their 
parental bonds, which they now placed not with Britain, but with America, which 
then became something more than a cultural home to them. They portrayed it as an 
elect nation, to which they also felt a religious duty, as it became one of the symbols 
of civil religion. In 1781, in the mind of the Reverend James Madison of Virginia, 
America was poised as the elect nation, the ‘asylum for … the wretched inhabitants 
of the old world, where little else is to be heard but the voice of despotism’ and 
George Washington, in the context of civil religion, became ‘the guide, the protector, 
the deliverer of America!’ Then, Madison went on to wonder:  ‘in whom else could 
we have found those virtues, a fortitude which fears God alone, a prudence which 
baffles the designs of his enemies, a foresight which outruns time itself’.
162
 Both the 
Reverends David Griffith and John Hurt, patriot chaplains of Virginian regiments, 
referred to their duty towards their ‘country’, America, with a certain religious 
reverence. Hurt was explicit in regarding America as his ‘mother’, while he tried to 
unite colonial forces against the common enemy, Britain.
163
 It is evident, thus, that 
for Hurt and other Anglican patriots Britain was no longer regarded as a cultural 
home with which they would be keen to associate. In these primary stages of nascent 
nationalism, their affections lay entirely with America.  
Disestablishment placed the American church in a new relationship with the 
civil authorities. In 1786 the Reverend James Madison considered disestablishment 
as a true blessing for the church as an institution and as favourable to religiosity. 
Applying civil religion patterns of thought, Madison believed that Providence made 
America ‘the asylum of mankind’, since it revolutionized the way human affairs 
would be managed. More precisely, he thought that religion in America would then 
be placed on a new foundation, without the fetters that bound it to the civil 
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authorities. Madison considered these a disgrace to Christianity and believed that 




For other clergymen residing in America, the severance of ties with the 
temporal authorities proved much more perplexing or disturbing. Ministers, who had 
profited from the establishment, had difficulties reconciling dependence on the 
vestries for financial support with the absence of an established church. In 1770, 
Bennet Allen expressed his disapproval of denominationalism, and the consequent 
competition between sects that it encouraged. He argued that colonies without a 
religious establishment were  
thereby deprived of the inestimable Benefit of religious 
Union, and for Want of a national Church, are by the Equality 
of all Sectaries, torn and convulsed by continual Struggles, 
between them for Superiority and Preeminence, whilst their 
Ministers feel all the Miseries of a precarious Dependence 
often on involuntary Contributions, and are exposed to 




In 1776, in a petition to the General Assembly of Virginia, several Anglican 
clergymen expressed their indignation at what they thought would result from their 
being deprived of their private property. They held that the perseverance of the 
religious establishment would ensure the maintenance of social peace and harmony, 
as opposed to the competition between sects that denominationalism promoted. 
Besides, they argued, the establishment of the Anglican Church in Virginia had 
exhibited mildness and toleration towards dissenters, while they accused the latter of 
being fervent enemies of the Church. Similarly, in 1784, the Reverend Samuel Shield 
of Virginia expressed his abhorrence towards change and innovation. He was one of 
the firm supporters of a national establishment and praised it because it promoted 
uniformity in worship and discipline.
166
  
In the late 1770s and 1780s, however, when disestablishment became a 
reality, fewer ministers were keen on expressing their disapproval of the conditions 
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under which the church had to exist, since it was impolitic on their part to oppose 
these structures, on which they were now heavily dependent. Other ministers, who 
were ordained after the Revolution, were more appreciative of the positive aspects of 
denominationalism. William Duke of Maryland believed that disestablishment would 
help promote the religiosity of parishioners, since the security of livings under the 
establishment had not safeguarded it from clergymen who were prone to delinquent 
or immoral behaviour. Duke argued:  
[t]hen it will appear that we are not destitute of religion, 
though we have no legal establishment … For although the 
partial attention of the civil power, in the maintenance of one 
certain society, would seem to interest it more in religious 
affairs, I believe it will always be found, that the less its 
purposes towards religion are affected, by the peculiarities of 





Then, he criticized the demeanour of some Maryland clergymen who ‘did not seem 
to interest themselves in matters of religion, any further than their livings were 
concerned’.
168
 The acceptance by Anglican clergymen in America of the new 
institutional framework of the church became easier after the end of the war, when 
many loyalist clergymen, who were strong supporters of the establishment, were 
forced into exile.  
The consequences of the severance of ties with the British monarchy and the 
reinstitution of the new church were among the primary issues Anglican ministers 
had to deal with in post-revolutionary America. Griffith then supported the idea that 
the new institution should imitate in structure the primitive church and, thus, become 
the church which most closely resembled its predecessor in that ancient era.
169
 Some 
patriot ministers believed that the virtue of citizens, necessary for the survival of the 
republic, would ensure the good function of the church more efficiently than its 
attachment to the civil authorities. The Reverend James Madison seemed to think 
that these two notions, religion and virtue, were mutually supported and reinforced. 
He held that the prevalence of virtue in the new republic was entirely dependent on 
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the promotion of religion.
170
 In Madison’s opinion, the cultivation of virtue and a 
sense of duty among the citizens of the new republic acquired added importance after 
the disestablishment of the Anglican Church, which, through its doctrines, had 
promoted obedience to civil laws.
171
  
It becomes evident that in the new era of independence and disestablishment, 
ministers of the Church of England had to find ways to compromise their cultural 
attachment to England and its church with the new political conditions formed in 
post-revolutionary America. Disestablishment meant that around half the Anglican 
ministers in the colonies of the Chesapeake Bay had to vacate their posts either for 
financial or ideological reasons. As mentioned before, such decisions were 
particularly difficult for loyalists, most of whom felt attached to America and their 
congregations. At this instance, while loyalists wished for the prosperity and welfare 
of both countries, patriots stressed their parental bonds with America and their 
religious duty to serve that country. Moreover, the latter thought that 
disestablishment would promote the religiosity of the parishioners, while, for 
loyalists, disestablishment represented the loss of financial support, as well as the 
destruction of social peace and harmony. Eventually, in embracing 
denominationalism, Anglican ministers were inclined to adopt the revolutionary 
principles of liberty and egalitarianism so that the ideological foundations of the 
remodelled Anglican Church would converge with the values on which the new 
republic was based. The Reverend William Smith, exhibiting a strong disposition 
towards religious toleration, stated that there was no need for conflict between the 
different denominations since they were similar to each other in Christian charity.
172
 
In the same way, the Reverend William Duke argued that the formation of several 
sects simply arose from different human understandings of religion, due to the 
fallibility of human nature, and that social harmony demanded the toleration of one 
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 In the post-revolutionary era, the reconfiguration of the Anglican Church 
in America also meant the affirmation of the rights of the laity, through a carefully 





In order to provide efficient administration for a nation-wide institution in such a vast 
country, Anglican clergymen and laymen in North America based the church’s 
structure on conventions whose jurisdiction corresponded with the boundaries of 
states and on a national convention to which representatives from all states were sent. 
Another major issue, which concerned Anglican leaders, at the time, was whether the 
so-called Protestant Episcopal Church would retain the same liturgy and church 
government as the parent institution. A particularly contentious issue was the role of 
the laity in church government, and more generally, how far the new institution 
would adopt the political structures and philosophy of the new republic. The church 
organization that emerged bore elements of past practices and it reflected the 
concerns of the present. In Virginia and in Maryland, a bishop was allowed to 
officiate, but his powers were greatly restricted so that in Virginia he was not treated 
as someone much more important than a parish minister. Moreover, the authority of 
the laity was reaffirmed and allowed to continue in the post-revolutionary period. As 
a result, in Virginia the vestries even had the right to examine a candidate before 
induction, a prerogative which in Maryland belonged to the clergy. On the national 
level, the church convention had to take into account the views of conservative 
clergymen from the northern states. After long deliberations, the consecration of the 
first American bishops by the ecclesiastical authorities in Scotland was accepted and 
a relatively conservative Prayer Book was adopted, but the authority of bishops and 
priests had to be controlled by the laity. 
The first attempts at the organization of the Anglican churches in America 
were made at the Maryland Convention of November 1780. This convention, which 
was mainly concerned with the churches within that state, adopted for the first time 
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the name ‘Protestant Episcopal Church’, in order to designate the former Church of 
England in the colonies. This term later became the formal name, used nationwide, 
for the Episcopal Church in the United States.
174
 In the early 1780s two major plans 
of church government were suggested. The Reverend William White of Philadelphia 
suggested the organization of the churches on a federal basis. His publication, The 
Case of the Episcopal Church in the United States Considered (1782) showed him 
favouring the adoption of the political principles of the new nation in church 
government. In White’s opinion, the new church should be distinct from the English 
patterns in that parishes (and not dioceses) should become the main basis of 
administration, the laity should play a large role in church government, and, at least 
at the beginning, laymen should participate in the election of a bishop, due to the 
great shortage of ministers. In addition, White rejected the necessity of a spiritual 
connection with England and argued that political independence, as well as the long 
American tradition of lay participation in church administration, vouched for the 
formation of an independent American church.
175
 
White’s suggestions met strong opposition from conservatives in 
Connecticut, who disapproved of the role of the laity in the management of church 
affairs and placed greater importance on the proper consecration of an American 
bishop by the English prelates, before any other organizational arrangements could 
be achieved. Connecticut clergymen met at Woodbury, on 25 March 1783, when 
they reaffirmed their preference for the English model and the diocese as the basis of 
administration. They believed that this was the system that came closer to the 
Apostolic, primitive church and they abhorred the idea that popular sovereignty in 
politics should be imitated in church organization. During this meeting, Connecticut 
clergymen chose Jeremiah Leaming or Samuel Seabury as candidates to occupy the 
seat of bishop in America, after receiving consecration in England.
176
  
In the Chesapeake a concerted effort was made at the time for the 
reorganization of the Anglican churches in the region. In Maryland, the first 
significant meeting of the clergy was that of August 1783, in which fifteen of their 
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number participated. This meeting produced A Declaration of Certain Fundamental 
Rights in which the Anglican clergy stated that it was their right to make use of the 
church buildings formerly belonging to the Church of England, to appoint only 
ministers of the Anglican persuasion to officiate in their churches, according to the 
hierarchy of ministers – deacon, priest, and bishop – and to meet in a convention 
consisting of laymen and clergymen in order to revise the liturgy and prayers. In 
addition, Dr. William Smith, was elected bishop and reference letters were prepared 
to be sent to London for his consecration. This convention also formed two 
committees, each comprised of three ministers, one for the eastern and one for the 
western shore of the Chesapeake, to examine and recommend ministers for 
ordination in order to fill vacant posts.
177 
The selection of Dr. William Smith as 
bishop should be attributed to his personal talent for persuasion, but the haste in 
which he was elected, as well as the formation of committees for the selection of 
ministers, point towards the intention of the clergy to control ministerial 
appointments as far as this was possible. The departure from his earlier scheme for 
commissaries in America – instead of bishops – indicates that Smith found the 
meeting of 1783 an appropriate occasion to achieve his personal ambitions.
178
 
The failure of the Maryland convention to consult the laity, especially on the 
appointment of a bishop, was a serious mistake, however, because it brought them 
into conflict with the governing elite of the newborn state. Indeed, none of the laity 
had expressed any wish for the establishment of a bishop in colonial times. When the 
convention sent the Declaration of Certain Fundamental Rights to Governor William 
Paca for approval, he expressed in his reply his unwillingness to accord the ministers 
of the Episcopal Church any preferential treatment, greater than the other 
denominations received.
179
 Moreover, in September 1783, in a letter to the General 
Joseph Reed of Pennsylvania, Paca expressed his disapproval of the fact that the 
clergy had not consulted the laity in their proceedings and that his opinion was that a 
bishop was unnecessary in the state.
180
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On 22 June 1784, a day when the assembly also met, the delegates took some 
time to consider the terms of the Declaration. They suggested the addition of four 
new articles. The first stated that any clergyman ordained bishop, priest or deacon in 
a foreign country should not take the oath of allegiance to a foreign authority, civil or 
spiritual. The second article state that the bishop’s authority only included his power 
to ordain, confirm and preside over ecclesiastical meetings and any change in this 
regulation required action by the convention. The third article stated that the clergy’s 
powers were defined as training, examining and recommending the clergy for 
ordination and appointment, but their final induction into a parish was exclusively 
the right of the congregation who provided for his support. Finally, any future 
ecclesiastical conventions would have to include one lay and one clerical 
representative from each parish and any alteration in these stipulations required a 
vote of two-thirds of the convention. The clergy approved these additional articles.
181
 
The article, which excluded taking an oath of allegiance to a foreign authority during 
the rite of consecration or ordination, squarely prevented Dr. William Smith from 
seeking episcopal powers in England. In addition, Maryland Anglicans took no 
immediate step to ensure the institution of a bishop in Maryland, nor did they 
recommend Dr. Smith as a bishop in any of their resolutions. With these decisions, 
they unequivocally expressed their disapproval of the way Dr. Smith had been 
elected and of the idea of establishing a resident bishop in Maryland at that time. 
They appear to have disapproved of the hierarchical or aristocratic way of church 
government, and they thought that the laity should have an equal role with the clergy 
in the administration of church affairs. Subsequently, Maryland Episcopalians 
followed William White’s Case in their system of church government.
182
 With 
reference to the attitude of the clergy, their swiftness in calling a meeting towards the 
end of the war should be attributed to the long denial of such a right to them by the 
proprietor during the colonial period. Despite their quick and concerted efforts to 
control church affairs, they soon realized and accepted the fact that, in the post-
revolutionary era, it was impossible for them to proceed without the laity’s consent 
to and cognisance of their actions.
183
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Virginian Episcopalians met later than their counterparts in Maryland, in May 
1785. Seventy-one laymen and thirty-six clergymen representing sixty-nine of the 
state’s ninety-five parishes participated in this convention. The Reverend James 
Madison, president of William and Mary College, was elected president of the 
meeting, but due to the large number of laymen, Carter Braxton, of St. John parish, 
presided over the convention at least seven times. This meeting produced forty-three 
Rules for the Order, Government, and Discipline of the Protestant Episcopal Church 
in Virginia. The long tradition in presentation and appointment of a minister, enjoyed 
by the vestries, was once again granted to them. Moreover, they retained the 
privilege of examining a candidate before inducting him. The office of a bishop was 
clearly defined: his responsibilities would not be substantially different from that of a 
minister, since he also had to fill the position of a minister in a parish. Moreover, a 
bishop could only be elected by a convention, to which he would be accountable if 
charges were raised against him, for example by the vestries. Conversely, the bishop 
could reproach a clergyman for his conduct, but the convention had the ultimate 
authority to suspend or dismiss him. The strong inclination of this convention to 
preserve the status of the vestries and to restrict the duties of the bishop derived from 
the long colonial tradition of vestry dominance in the management of church affairs, 
and it reflected the time-honoured opposition of the laity towards offices of 
prerogative within the church. The office of a bishop, in particular, inevitably bore 
aristocratic elements in its nature, and in these early post-revolutionary years, it was 
still associated with former British rule. With the absence of the former supporters of 
the episcopal campaign, namely James Horrocks, William Willie and John Camm, 
no immediate action was taken in the 1785 convention for the institution of a bishop 
in Virginia. As in Maryland and elsewhere, ministerial vacancies were probably 
filled temporarily with lay readers.
184
  
In 1789 a General Convention of the Protestant Episcopal Church of the 
United States was summoned. The constitution adopted stipulated triennial General 
Conventions, in which both clergy and laity would participate as delegates selected 
in state conventions and representing their parishes. Bishops would be chosen at 
state-level with the participation of the laity and be responsible for their respective 
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states, while clergymen were accountable to their state conventions.
185
 The structure 
of the American Episcopal Church can be described as a ‘limited constitutional 
episcopate’, because it adopted certain republican features to the effect that the 
authority of bishops and priests was, then, checked to a considerable extent by 
laymen.
186
 The Church of England’s 1662 Book of Common Prayer bore several 
changes, which were inevitable, because of the fact that the British king was no 
longer the head of the colonies and their churches. Other changes, approximately two 
hundred, mainly aimed at modernizing the language. These alterations, however, can 
be characterized as minor, since, under the influence of the northern clergy, the 
resulting Prayer Book, was distinguished for its conservatism, when compared to the 
Proposed Book of 1785. The Prayer Book of 1789 contained the Nicene and the 
Apostles’ Creeds, and the expression ‘descent into hell’.
187
 
The post-revolutionary organization of the Anglican Church in America, 
reaffirmed the authority of the laity in church affairs. Bishops would be elected with 
the concurrence of the laity, while, in the states of the Chesapeake Bay, the laity had 
the final say in the induction and discipline of a minister. In this way, the weak, 
subordinate position (to the laity) of the church, as experienced during colonial 
times, was re-emphasized to the effect that clergymen did not manage to represent an 
autonomous pillar of political thought in the years to come. As it will become evident 
in chapter 6, the relative loss of influence of the Episcopal Church in the Chesapeake 
Bay region, meant that clergymen in Virginia and Maryland formed inadequate 
responses to political radicalism, which developed among their lay patrons at the 




The revolutionary war created perplexing circumstances for Anglican ministers. In 
order to avoid the dilemmas posed by the overturn of the British authorities in 
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America, to which ministers had sworn allegiance, in the Chesapeake, about forty per 
cent of the clergy there adopted the stance of political neutrality. This meant that they 
exhibited peaceableness, as part of their behaviour, in an effort to offend neither side 
and they withdrew from the public domain or avoided the expression of political 
opinions. Depoliticization was a stance adopted by mostly loyalist ministers in the 
years 1774-1775, but in the Chesapeake it did not result to a complete withdrawal 
from the public sphere, due to the authority which the ministers enjoyed as 
community leaders in the pre-Revolutionary years and which was accepted by 
political groups situated at both ends of the political spectrum. Moreover, in Virginia, 
the majority of ministers sided with the patriots. The considerable dependence on the 
vestries in colonial times had led to an identification of political interest between the 
two groups which found expression in the war of independence. As a result, patriot 
ministers adopted the arguments of their lay patrons for the defence of their rights as 
Britons. These were further endorsed by the theories of Anglican civil theology, 
which advocated the subjects’ right to oppose the monarch, when he acted in an 
unconstitutional manner. This was also a violation of God’s law. According to patriot 
ministers, what was then required was virtuous and moral behaviour by the 
insurgents, so that the favour of God towards their struggle could be ensured.  
The revolutionary disposition of the laity should not, however, be 
exaggerated. Following the Anglican ideal for orderly, moderate conduct, they 
exhausted every lawful means of protest and it was only when they realized the utter 
unresponsiveness of the British monarch to their grievances that they declared 
independence. In fact, the Maryland convention decided to endorse independence 
only as late as June 1776 for fear of social upheaval due to the authority that radical 
groups held in that colony. On tracing the route that revolutionaries followed towards 
independence one can detect a conservative disposition in their thinking, which 
partly emanated from the cultural impact that Britain exerted on their minds and 
ways of life. Particularly for those who had studied or stayed in England for any 
length of time, or had attended an Anglican college in the colonies, read English 
literature and enjoyed British luxuries, the parent country still represented their 
cultural home.  
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These conservative tendencies manifested themselves more clearly in the 
drafting of the first state constitutions. The documents, which were produced, 
ensured the maintenance of the power of the landed elite. In Virginia, the rejection of 
universal manhood suffrage and a system of representation that was not 
proportionate to the population for elections to the House of Delegates, and, in 
Maryland, the initial suggestions for longer terms of office and high-property 
qualifications for office-holding revealed the conservative disposition of Chesapeake 
law-makers. The majority of them did not aim at democracy: they did not trust 
completely the judgement of the people at large and they feared the social disorder 
that such a system might have produced. They only wished for the reinstitution of the 
principles of the British constitution and the restoration of its original purity. Because 
of this attitude, the power of the executive was controlled by the aristocratic and 
popular constitutional branches, which in turn checked each other’s authority. The 
Anglican Church, which most of the Chesapeake politicians attended, inevitably 
influenced their political thinking with its emphasis on obedience to the rule of a 
learned and virtuous elite.  
Moreover, the alliance of church and state constituted an integral part of 
British constitutionalism. As a result, in Virginia of the mid-1780s conservative ideas 
arguing in favour of state-supported religion were still tenaciously held by a large 
group of statesmen, as well as by the wider public. Religious institutions were still 
thought of as the main promoters of virtue, morality and peace of society. 
Chesapeake politicians were brought up in a society, where, from its inception, a 
highly ceremonial Anglican form of worship intertwined with a large part of public 
and private life undoubtedly determined their thinking and shaped the policies they 
adopted when the time came for them to remodel their society. In Virginia, the 
Church of England was disestablished only gradually, while in Maryland state 
support of religion in general was maintained, despite the disestablishment of the 
church. 
During the war years, the precariousness of clerical livings obliged a large 
proportion of ministers to abandon their clerical posts and to take up secular 
activities. Their decision to leave their congregations was often influenced by the 
degree of their personal attachment to their parishioners, but loyalism sometimes left 
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that as the only option. Such instances led to the consideration of broader issues of 
national and cultural identity. While loyalist ministers depicted America as the child 
who had shown ingratitude to its parent, Britain, patriot ministers were more eager 
than loyalists to adopt America as their new home and to appreciate the positive 
aspects of disestablishment and life in a new republican society. 
The war of independence and the disestablishment of the Anglican churches 
rendered their re-organization imperative in the first half of the 1780s. Through the 
liturgical and administrative forms that were instituted new post-colonial patterns of 
organization emerged. In the Chesapeake, the authority of the laity, that was imposed 
in the colonial period, was reaffirmed and the powers of the bishops clearly defined 
and restricted. On the national level, the influence of high churchmen from the 
northern colonies resulted in the adoption of a conservative Prayer Book and the 
application to a foreign power, England, for the consecration of the first American 
bishops. 
It can be argued that in many aspects the war of independence changed the 
civil authorities in America, but colonial patterns of civil and ecclesiastical 
organization re-emerged in the early national period. In the Chesapeake, the 
reaffirmation of elite power through the state constitutions, and the hesitations which 
were expressed regarding the disestablishment of the Church of England reveal a 
conservative disposition among the leaders of the early republic. This can be partly 
ascribed to the cultural influence that the British hierarchical political system exerted 
on the thought of the elite in the Chesapeake; a system, which the Anglican Church 












In an essay in Ronald Hoffman’s and Peter J. Albert’s Religion in a Revolutionary 
Age (1994), Stephen A. Marini linked Federalism with liberal theology and Anti-
federalism with evangelicalism. Marini wrote:  
by 1787 American Arminianism … had itself become 
divided into evangelical and liberal wings, the former 
including the Methodists and the sects of the Revolutionary 
revival, the latter comprised of the more familiar New 
England Unitarians, Middle States Deists and Presbyterians, 




Gordon S. Wood had earlier identified this supposedly ‘basic division that separated 
‘‘unenlightened’’ from ‘‘enlightened’’, Calvinist from Liberal, and ultimately Anti-
federalist from Federalist’.
2
 These classifications, however, do not explain why elite 
Anglicans in Virginia, such as Richard Henry Lee, George Mason and Patrick Henry, 
were Anti-federalists or how Methodists in Maryland’s lower Eastern Shore were 
almost overwhelmingly Federalists.
3
 Wood himself has admitted the problem of 
describing the thought of Federalists and Anti-federalists as uniform and 
homogenous by stressing that George Mason and Richard Henry Lee did not really 
speak for the group, which they supposedly represented. Wood asserted:  
Yet some of the prominent Anti-federalist leaders, such as 
Elbridge Gerry, George Mason and Richard Henry Lee, 
scarcely represented either socially or emotionally, the main 
thrust of Anti-federalism. Such aristocratic leaders were 
socially indistinguishable from the Federalist spokesmen 
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and often were as fearful of the excesses of democracy in 




While not denying the usefulness of religious divisions for understanding the roots of 
Federalist and Anti-federalist thought, this chapter aims to introduce into the 
equation the social division in order to trace the Anglican elements in both Federalist 
and Anti-federalist rationale. In analysing Anti-federalist thinking, a distinction 
between between elite Anti-federalists, and those of the middling and lower sort will 
be made. It will be stressed that the latter groups were advocates of radical changes 
in eighteenth-century society so that its benefits would be enjoyed by all social 
strata.
5
 Much evidence seems to support his thesis concerning the validity of social 
divisions among the Anti-federalists. It is to be lamented that past and current 
historiography, with only a few exceptions, has been reluctant to accept and reflect 
on the implications of this categorization.
6
 As a result, Anti-federalists are more 
often than not studied as a monolithic, undiversified group.  
Federalists and elite Anti-federalists in the tidewater counties of the 
Chesapeake states shared a common basis of religio-political ideas. Elite Anti-
federalists were no lesser supporters than Federalists of the rule of a ‘natural 
aristocracy’, as the advocacy of the former for religious tests, deference at the local 
level and bicameralism suggest. Moreover, according to elite Anti-federalist ideas, 
the organization of the judicial system should allow only those with a permanent 
stake in society, namely the gentry and the substantial yeomanry, to participate in 
juries, while the judges and attorneys would perform a moderating, stabilizing role. 
Finally, elite Anti-federalist ideas about the nature of the public sphere wherein the 
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well-born, through the exertion of their personal status, could control the 
interpretation and discussion of their ideas, and, thereby, manipulate public opinion 
based on the fundamental conservative assumption about the validity of elite rule. 
The same set of elite Anti-federalist ideas included the main suggestion that in small 
localities, members of the gentry could better sense and transmit to the governing 
authorities the popular will. In contrast, the more distanced those elite groups of 
talent and merit were from the people at large, the more impersonal politics became, 
and, hence, the road was open for the democratisation of political life. In their 
insistence on the ‘filtration of talent’, on elite rule, in their fears of mobocracy and 
demagoguery, and in the belief that the law and governmental institutions could exert 
a moralising influence on the uneducated, Federalists did not differ fundamentally 
from Anti-federalists in their political thinking.
7
 The main dividing line between the 
two groups seems to be the level – local or national - on which they claimed that the 
‘natural aristocracy’ should rule. Moreover, while both Federalists and Anti-
federalists admitted the usefulness of traditional institutions for their moralizing 
impact on common people, Federalists placed more reliance on the merits of 
governmental mechanisms for this function, whereas Anti-federalists placed greater 
trust in religion.  
In the states of the Chesapeake Bay, the impact of Anglican civil theology 
can be detected on the ideas of both Federalists and elite Anti-federalists. Their 
political thought was based on the perception of society, as an organic whole, a 
medieval concept, also adopted by Anglicans. This theory included the idea that the 
members of each social group had to contribute to the welfare of the whole 
community through a spirit of benevolence, according to their respective abilities and 
social standing. This meant that they performed mutually complementary, and not 
conflicting, functions. In this system of ‘the great chain of being’, the gentry, due to 
their culture, education, and social connections, were deemed the most appropriate 
rulers of their communities. In this sense, the mechanism of ‘filtration of talent’, that 
Federalists devised, did not promote radical social change, but supported the 
possibility of one’s advancement within the limits of one’s social group. Federalists 
and elite Anti-federalists feared that too much social mobility would allow men, who 
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did not possess the necessary culture and refinement, to occupy positions of 
leadership. Demagoguery and anarchy would ultimately follow. As a result, 
influenced by the establishmentarian nature of Anglicanism, Federalists and elite 
Anti-federalists held that deference was due to established traditional institutions, 
such as government authorities, the church and the gentry. These would exert a 
moralizing, paternal influence on the uneducated masses and, thus, prevent the 
disruption of social order, the development of mob rule and, ultimately, the rise of 
tyranny. In addition, the Anglican reverence for the rule of law as cultivated by the 
Glorious Revolution, had an impact on the Anti-federalist demand for a bill of rights, 
namely written guarantees which would restrict federal authority and secure personal 
liberties. 
 In the Chesapeake, a common Anglican ideological basis of the main 
Federalist and elite Anti-federalist tenets can be described. More generally, the elites 
of coastal and tidewater North American towns along the Atlantic shared similar 
conservative ideas.
8
 The fact that the theology of Anglicans, Congregationalists and 
Presbyterians of the old coastal communities had common features, especially the 
belief in the organic structure of society and the mediation of divine truth through a 
religious caste, can help explain the similarities in their political thinking. In this 
sense, elite Anglicans in Virginia and in Maryland, including Edmund Pendleton, 
George Mason and Luther Martin, shared the same perception of society and of 
politics as, for example, the Congregationalist Elbridge Gerry of Massachusetts and 
the Presbyterian James Wilson of Pennsylvania, despite the fact that they differed in 
politics. Belief in the rule of a ‘natural aristocracy’ of talent and a distrust of popular 
action were central ideas in the thought of these men, while their thinking diverged 
over the means that should be used in order to promote such concepts. This 
understanding of society and politics differed radically from such perceptions as 
those of the Federal Farmer, possibly the pseudonym of Melancton Smith, a 
merchant in New York, and Aristocrotis, the pen name of William Petrikin, a tenant 
farmer from Carlisle, Pennsylvania. The former wanted the jury to be comprised not 
only of local people, but also of common folk, while Aristocrotis attacked directly 
and vociferously the idea of rule by a ‘natural aristocracy’. In this way, the 
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evangelicals of the backcountry, namely Republican Methodists, Separate Baptists 
and New Side Presbyterians, were inclined to middling and plebeian Anti-
Federalism. Their perception of politics and society differed substantially from that 
of elite Anti-Federalists.
9
 In this sense, the geographical and social divide helps 
explain the similarities in political thought among members of different religious 
groups, as well as those among members of different political groups.  
Influenced by the above presumptions and endeavouring to grapple with the 
aforementioned issues and questions, this chapter will focus on elite Anti-federalists 
and Federalists in Virginia and in Maryland. These were the groups of the nascent 
republic that expressed the kind of deeply conservative thinking which can be traced 
to their Anglican upbringing. Where pertinent, comparisons will be made between 
elite and radical Anglican thinkers, while the responses of Anglicans in Virginia and 
in Maryland to the first Amendment will also be explored. In this sense, the emphasis 
placed above on social standing and regionality does not seek to downplay the 
importance of religious influence on Federalism and Anti-federalism, but to balance 
more effectively the different factors which could have an impact on one’s political 
thinking. Moreover, the consideration of issues of regionality and social standing 
aims to indicate how to solve the particularly perplexing question - at least for the 
purposes of this thesis - of how groups having different religious backgrounds could 
concur in their political thinking. This question becomes all the more pressing and 
meaningful in this work as Americans started devising their own political systems 
and became actively involved in politics, not any more in a defensive way, reacting 
against the encroachments of the British Parliament, but in a way that was meant to 
be active and outmost engaging.  
 
                                                 
9
 Federal Farmer [Melancton Smith?], ‘Observations Leading to a Fair Examination of the System of 
Government Proposed by the Late Convention … Letters From the Federal Farmer to the Republican’ 
nos. 1-5, (New York, 1787), no. 4 in Herbert J. Storing, ed., The Complete Anti-Federalist, 7 vols. 
(Chicago; London: University of Chicago Press, 1981), vol. II, p. 249; Aristocrotis [William Petrikin], 
‘The Government of Nature Delineated …’ (Carlisle, Pa., 1788) in ibid., vol. III, pp. 197-198, 204-05.  
 166 
The Religious Geography of Virginia and Maryland in the 1790s 
 
The investigation of the religious geography of Virginia and Maryland in the 1790s 
will help explain better the religious roots behind the political agenda and rhetoric of 
Federalists, and elite and popular Anti-federalists. Moreover, by way of comparison, 
it will bring forward those elements of political thinking which were and were not 
distinctly Anglican. In examining such issues as the security of personal liberty and 
relations between the individual and government, Marini’s aforementioned 
geographical and religious divide between the ‘liberal’ sects of the coastal 
communities and the evangelical ones of the backcountry will be used alongside Saul 
Cornell’s theory about the social dimensions of Anti-federalism. Congregationalists 
(by the 1790s turned Unitarian, according to Marini), Presbyterians, Deists and 
Anglicans of the urban, coastal centres shared common features in their political 
theology which account for the similarities in political opinions between Federalists 
and elite Anti-federalists. In Virginia, elite Anti-federalism, as represented by George 
Mason, Richard Henry Lee and Patrick Henry, developed mainly in the tidewater 
communities.
10
 They shared the same hierarchical perception of society not only with 
the Federalists of their own state, but also with the Unitarians, Presbyterians and 
Deists of the middle and New England states. They were much more willing than 
evangelical popular Anti-federalists of the Piedmont to accept a society composed of 
interest groups and held together by utilitarian laws, which could understand and 
chasten the human soul through the use of reason. On the other hand, popular Anti-
federalism, in its middling and plebeian forms, was much more appealing to the 
evangelical sects of the backcountry, namely to Republican Methodists, Separate 
Baptists and New Side Presbyterians. The latter perceived even people of the lower 
sort as having an intrinsic virtue, which made them equal partakers of a contract with 
the governing authorities for the protection of their rights. Moreover, plebeian Anti-
federalists were much more willing than the other Anti-federalist groups to engage in 
crowd action and challenge the conservative, conventional ethics and practices of 
their times.  
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In the Chesapeake colonies, the evangelical sects of the revolutionary revival 
developed in parallel with the decline of Anglicanism. The former colonial Church of 
England has been weakened by warfare and legal disestablishment. While in 1775 
there were 95 Anglican parishes in Virginia, 164 church buildings and 91 ministers, 
by the end of the Revolution a major decline had occurred: of the 71 remaining 
parishes, 34 of them were vacant, leaving only 35 active ones and 28 priests to serve 
them.
11
 The church’s place in the Virginia backcountry has been taken by radical 
evangelical groups of Baptists, Methodists and Presbyterians through successive 
revivals in the 1770s and 1780s.
12
 As a result, during the immediate post-
revolutionary years, Anglicans were predominant in the tidewater counties, while 
Republican Methodists occupied the southern, Separate Baptists the northern 




These evangelical sects were theologically and politically radical groups, 
which had been detached from the Methodists, Old Side Presbyterians, and Regular 
Baptists of the urban, cosmopolitan eastern coasts of Virginia, the Mid-Atlantic 
States, Massachusetts and Maine. They operated on democratic structures of 
ecclesiastical polity, which led them to require a government with minimal 
institutional intervention in people’s lives.
14
 As a result, Republican Methodists, New 
Side Presbyterians and Separate Baptists dominated the Virginia backcountry and 
were particularly appealing to the poor, since they promoted an ecclesiastical and 
civil polity of an egalitarian nature, which was similar to the concepts of Anti-
federalism.
15
 New Side Presbyterians, in particular, had adopted the strong belief of 
evangelical Calvinism in divine law, which perceived society as a compact between 
the rulers and the governed, according to which inalienable rights should not given 
up if it was not necessary to do so. These characteristics of Presbyterian theology can 
help explain their Anti-federalism and render compatible their support for religious 
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But it was not simply to any kind of Anti-federalist thought that the sects of 
the revolutionary revival in Virginia were attached. Their political thinking was 
rather an expression of popular Anti-federalism, in its middling and plebeian forms. 
Both middling and plebeian Anti-federalists shared the same abhorrence of 
‘aristocratic’ leadership that elite Anti-Federalists and Federalists had espoused. 
They believed that the participation of the middling sort in state institutions, such as 
the legislature and the juries, would secure individual rights and help preserve 
republican virtue.
17
 This added importance that middling Anti-federalists placed on 
the rights of the middling sort is compatible with the centrality of the doctrine of 
‘New Birth’ in evangelical faith: the saving grace of the Holy Spirit made everyone 
equal participants in the kingdom of God in the same way that the middling sort 
demanded to be equal beneficiaries of the rights and liberties conferred on the 
individual in a republic.
18
  
On the other hand, plebeian Anti-federalists advocated a radical version of 
republicanism, wherein the expression of the rights of the majority, rather than those 
of the individual, mattered most. In this sense, plebeian Anti-federalism valued the 
merits of direct democracy, namely the assertion of the will of the people through 
immediate crowd action rather than through the use of such refined means as the 
press. In contrast to elite and middling Anti-federalists, plebeian Anti-federalists did 
not wish to exclude the lower sort from the legislature, the juries and elections.
19
 
According to evangelical ecclesiastical polity, authority was given to individual 
congregations, rather than to a central organisation. In selecting a minister, changing 
the covenant, or disciplining a church member, the decisions of the evangelicals 
demanded unanimity, not merely a majority vote. In this way, the expression of the 
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will of a group as whole mattered more than the views of individuals, in the same 
way as plebeian Anti-federalists valued crowd, rather than individual action.
20
  
Consecutive revivals in the 1780s had transformed the religious geography in 
the Chesapeake area. The presence of Republican Methodists, New Side 
Presbyterians and Separate Baptists in the Virginia Piedmont eroded the power of the 
Anglican church, while Methodists gained numbers in the eastern shore of Maryland. 
The strong presence of evangelical sects in the backcountry, which had embraced a 
radical political theology, encouraged the development of popular Anti-federalism in 
this area. The doctrine of ‘New Birth’ included the idea that the saving grace of the 
Holy Spirit can endow everyone with inherent virtue, while the contractual character 
of the evangelical congregations encouraged the belief that the people at large had 
the requisite moral attributes that enabled them to participate responsibly in a 
democratic society. In this way, popular Anti-federalists advocated the right of the 
common people to participate in such bodies as juries, the militia and the legislature 
for better securing their liberties. In this sense, both middling and plebeian Anti-
federalists shared an abhorrence of elite leadership and rejected the idea that the 
natural aristocracy is best equipped to rule, because of its supposed talent and merit. 
In contrast, elite tidewater planters, such as the leading Anti-Federalists George 
Mason, Richard Henry Lee, Patrick Henry, Luther Martin and John Francis Mercer 
had adopted the ideas of Whig republicanism, but also shared the belief in the 
propriety of rule by the natural aristocracy of talent and merit. They were persuaded 
that only the social-economic elite possessed the necessary education and virtue to 
lead society to the attainment of the common good. As it will be shown below, the 
Anglican belief in an organic society - headed by the elite - wherein every part held a 
certain role, through which it contributed to the welfare of the whole community, 
was a conservative source of influence which informed the ideas of these elite Anti-
federalists. In this system, obedience to law and the observation of one’s duties 
towards the traditional authorities of family, church and civil government were of 
particular importance. The Anglican reverence for the law was another source of 
influence which had an impact on elite Anti-federalist demands for specific, written 
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guarantees for the security of popular and states’ rights and restrictions on federal 
authority.  
 
Elite Anti-federalist Anglican Thought 
 
In the states of the Chesapeake Bay, Anglicanism had a particular impact on the 
formation of Federalist and Anti-federalist thought. With reference to Anti-
federalism, Anglican influences can be particularly detected when this political 
stance was adopted by the elite. It was not any kind of Anti-federalism that 
Anglicans embraced. The conservative nature of the Church of England rendered 
Anti-federalism, in its elitist expression, particularly appealing to Anglicans. Besides, 
in Virginia and in Maryland, Church of England adherents were mostly drawn from 
the elites of the tidewater region. Elite Anti-federalists’ constitutional thought was 
based on the idea that the natural aristocracy of wisdom and talent could best discern 
and apply what would be beneficial for the common good, although matters of 
honour and personal prestige would prevent the elite from conniving against the 
interests of the people at large. In this way, elite Anti-federalists argued, the liberties 
of the people would be best defended and preserved, even though they were 
governed by an elite. In this sense, it was not the idea of ‘aristocratic’ rule to which 
Anglican Anti-federalists objected, but rather the danger of its excess, namely the 
degeneration of such a government into a narrow oligarchy. This conservative idea 
about the propriety and effectiveness of elite rule rested on the Anglican assumption 
that society functions as an organic whole, wherein its members, while possessing 
unequal abilities, still have mutually complementary roles.
21
 Within this hierarchical 
system, the elite, due to their superior refinement and culture, are deemed the most 
effective leaders of the rest of the community. It was not only on elite Anti-
federalism that Anglican influences can be detected. Despite the fact that middling 
and plebeian Anti-federalism opposed the Anglican civil theology about the 
propriety of elite rule, Anglicanism still had some impact on these political currents, 
though to a more limited extent. This was particularly evident in Maryland, where 
middling and plebeian Anti-federalism were ripe. The impact of the Anglican 
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appreciation of moderate conduct is evident in middling Anti-federalism’s distrust of 
the lower sort and in its denunciation of the excesses of crowd action. Even Francis 
Mercer, who can be characterised as plebeian Anti-federalist, was influenced by his 
conservative, Anglican upbringing: he advocated changes in order to ameliorate the 
plight of the lower sort, as long as the deferential character of politics would not be 
threatened.  
One of the main characteristics of elite Anti-federalist thought was the 
attachment to state and local authority. Anti-federalists claimed that state 
governments should be preserved and they raised the fear that they would be 
eliminated by a strong national government. George Mason emphatically stated: ‘it 
[the Convention] has fairly annihilated the Constitution of each individual state. It 
has proposed to you a high prerogative government, which, like Aron’s serpent, is to 
swallow up the rest.’
22
 Elite Anti-federalist arguments were based on the idea that 
local elites, who mainly manned state authorities, could better sense the popular will 
by being closer to the governed than the federal government. As a result, federalism 
and localism were employed in liberal and Whig republican terms. In this sense, 
members of the gentry claimed that local and state authority should be preserved, 
because only in this way would the rights of the people be best protected and the 
welfare of the whole community promoted. Luther Martin of Maryland argued:  
the only method by which an extensive continent like 
America could be connected and united together consistent 
with the principles of freedom, must be by having a number 
of strong and energetic State governments for securing and 
protecting the rights of individuals forming those 
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According to Anti-federalist thinking, Article 2 of the Articles of Confederation, 
which restricted the rights of the federal authority to those specifically granted, 
should have been included in the new constitution.  
In this sense, elite Anti-federalists influenced by Anglican religious attitudes 
did not reject the idea of government by a ‘natural aristocracy’. It was the danger of 
excesses that alarmed Anti-federalists, namely of ‘natural aristocracy’ degenerating 
to oligarchy, through corruption and the alliance of rulers with a particular faction.
24
 
‘The Impartial Examiner’ argued: 
if the nation happens to enjoy a series of prosperity, 
voluptuousness, excessive fondness for richer, and luxury 
gain admission and establish themselves – these produce 
venality and corruption of every kind, which open a fatal 
avenue to bribery. Hence it follows, that in the midst of this 
general contageon a few men – or one – more powerful than 
all others, industriously endeavor to obtain all authority; and 
by means of great wealth – or embezzling the public money, 
- perhaps totally subvert the government, and erect a system 




The fear of corruption and tyranny is the reason why elite Anti-federalists 
stressed so much the importance of government by virtuous leaders. Richard Henry 
Lee especially emphasised this need, but he had to acknowledge that it was 
inevitable that virtuous men would not always govern.
26
 In Arthur Lee’s mind, 
particular danger lay with the Federal Senate. He thought that it could easily be 
transformed into an oligarchic body, since it was so removed from the control of the 
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Elite Anti-federalists frequently referred to the problem created by removing 
governors from the control of their electors. They feared that the former would 
escape the regular check of the latter. On this, ‘The Impartial Examiner’ affirmed: 
In the appointment and constitution of the other branch, the 
senate, we have but the shade of a deputation from the 
people. The state-legislatures, it seems, are to elect this 
body. The objections, which apply to the house of 
representatives, hold more strongly with regard to this, in as 
much as longer continuance in office will be productive of 
more danger; and the mode of appointment, by rendering 
them more independent of the people, will preclude these 




By distancing the rulers from their localities of origin and election, the new Federal 
constitution prevented the cultivation of deference, which could be best promoted 
only at a local level. Elite Anti-federalists believed that deference could function as a 
means of control by establishing proper checks and balances, necessary in a 
democratic system. By preserving the links with their local communities, the elite 
would refrain from betraying the interests of their co-patriots, because they were 
influenced by prestige and honour.
29
  
Elite Anti-federalists thought that the dual purposes in government, namely of 
democratic checks and aristocratic rule, would be best assured through bicameralism 
and juries in the judicial system. The concept that society was consisted of two main 
social groups, the gentry and the plebeians, underlay the concept of bicameralism. 
The Framers believed that a bicameral legislature would better discern the common 
good, since it would exploit the qualities of both social groups.
30
 In the same way, 
the balancing of the interests of the different social and economic forces could be 
achieved through the use of juries. Anti-federalists regarded judges as representatives 
                                                 
28
 ‘The Impartial Examiner’, no. 3, Virginia Independent Chronicle, 4 June 1788 in ibid., x, 1578; see 
also: ‘James Monroe: Some Observations on the Constitution, c. 25 May 1788’ in ibid., ix, 862.  
29
 Richard Henry Lee to Edmund Randolph, New York, 16 October 1787 in ibid., viii, 62; Cornell, 
The Other Founders, p. 70. 
30
 Arthur Lee to Edward Rutledge, New York, 29 October 1787 in Kaminski (ed.), Documentary 
History of the Ratification, viii, 131; Cincinnatus [Arthur Lee], no. 4, ‘To James Wilson, Esquire’, 
New York Journal, 22 November 1787 in ibid., xiv, 189; on the small number of Representatives, see 
also: ‘The Virginia Convention, Wednesday, 4 June 1788’, speech of George Mason in ibid., ix, 939; 
‘The Virginia Convention, Wednesday, 11 June 1788’, speech of William Grayson in ibid., ix, 1170; 
Richard Henry Lee to Edmund Randolph, New York, 16 October 1787 in ibid., viii, 62; on the strong 
powers of the Senate, see also: George Mason to George Washington, Gunston Hall, 7 October 1787, 
enclosure, in ibid., viii, 43-4; Cornell, The Other Founders, p. 70. 
 174 
of the natural aristocracy and juries as representing those of the democratic forces in 
society. Arthur Lee stated that trial by jury is the ‘best of all human modes for 
protecting, life, liberty, and property.’
31
 Elite Anti-federalists did not argue, however, 
that juries had to be composed of common people, but argued instead that they 
should be composed of those who had a permanent stake in society, namely the 
gentry and the substantial yeomanry. Because of their property, the main interests of 
such propertied men lay with the preservation of the existing social order, and so, 
their dispositions were considered moderate enough. The traditional elite’s distrust of 
the lower sort, because of their potentially unruly passions, underpinned this idea. 
Similarly, judges and attorneys had to be men of wisdom and rank in order to exert a 
moderating, stabilizing influence on the judgments of the jury.
32
  
In concert with their support of local and state authorities, elite Anti-
federalists thought that the rights of the people would be best secured through state 
control of the juries and the militia.
333435
 In this way, state authority would be used to 
protect personal rights. Elite Anti-federalists, however, did not support a permanent 
right of revolution or the use of force by individual citizens, as radical Anti-
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The idea of deference at the local level was central to elite Anti-federalist 
ideology. This credo presupposed and required the existence of a small republic. 
Elite Anti-federalists believed that only in a small republic could people discern the 
virtuous and meritorious, through personal acquaintance with them, and hence elect 
them as their representatives.
37
 Anti-federalists maintained that the centralisation of 
power, as suggested by the Federalists, and the loss of power by state authorities 
could result in the suppression of liberty and the emergence of upstart demagogues in 
political life. Luther Martin stated: ‘It was insisted that governments of a republican 
nature, are those best calculated to preserve the freedom and happiness of the citizen 
– That governments of this kind, are only calculated for a territory but small in its 
extent.’
38
 Anti-federalists held that the effective control of politicians by the 
governed was only possible when small political communities retained their power. 
In this case, matters of honour and personal reputation would deter those elected 
from betraying the interests of their local community. Besides, it was more likely that 
the governors would have the same concerns with the governed in a small republic 
than in large one, where a diversity of interests prevailed.
39
  
The same notion of deference towards the elite in a small locality informed 
elite Anti-federalists’ perception of the public sphere. The belief that due respect 
could only be cultivated in a small republic, and that the removal of statesmen from 
the localities encouraged demagoguery in political life can be linked to the elite Anti-
federalists’ abhorrence for the public world of print.
40
 They believed that the 
anonymity of print did not allow the people at large to discern those who were truly 
meritorious and virtuous, and, as a result, liberty was placed in jeopardy. Elite Anti-
federalists preferred discussing their ideas within a small circle of respected friends, 
instead, wherein they could directly exert their personal influence for the attainment 
of public good. In contrast, printed ideas can be widely circulated and received by 
the public opinion in such a way that their author cannot control. For example, 
George Mason and James Monroe preferred distributing their objections to the 
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Anglican elite Anti-federalists’ insistence on the preservation of state and 
local authority and on the efficacy of bicameralism, their ideas about the interaction 
of judge and jury in the judicial system and the functions of a small public sphere of 
print and politics were informed by their belief in elite rule. In this way, they did not 
advocate active participation of the common people in politics, and denounced 
strongly crowd action, which, in their minds, referred to licentiousness and tyranny. 
They insisted that the elite, in positions of power, could best protect the liberties of 
the people, especially when operating in small localities. In this sense, they did not 
believe, like evangelicals did, in the inherent virtue of the middling and lower sort 
which made them equal participants in politics. In addition, the Anglican reverence 
for the rule of law, as introduced with the Glorious Revolution of 1688, can be 
deemed as having influenced the elite Anti-federalist insistence on the inclusion of 
written guarantees in the constitution explicitly protecting the rights of the states and 
restricting the power of the Federal government. 
The medieval perception of society as an organic whole, whose members 
possess unequal abilities, underlay the elite Anti-federalist support for state authority. 
Influenced by this medieval concept, Anglican theologians held that everyone should 
contribute to the well being of the whole community with a spirit of Christian 
brotherly love. In this way, the different social classes were regarded as fulfilling 
complimentary, and not opposing roles. According to elite Anti-federalist thought, 
local elites undertook a particular task: as the best qualified representatives of their 
communities, they were entrusted with the role of understanding the popular views, 
refining the opinion of the people and transmitting it to the governing authorities.
42
 
The depiction of the body politic as an organic whole - and not as an entity whose 
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parts have conflicting roles - signified that the decisions of the rulers should not be 
opposed.  
It is evident that Anglican civil theology particularly promoted the 
maintenance of the authority of long-established gentry families, since it believed 
that the family, along with other traditional institutions such as civil government and 
the established church, were the best promoters of order, stability and peace in 
society. Only these traditional bodies had a permanent interest in the maintenance of 
the existing social order. In this way, the local elite were vested with a paternal role 
in relation to the rest of the community. Due to their wisdom and merit, they were 
considered as having a moralizing impact on the impulses and vices of common 
people. For this paternal protection that they offered to the people at large, traditional 
rulers, such as the king, the bishops and the lords, should be respected and obeyed. 
On the model of the first family, that of Adam and Eve, they functioned as ‘fathers’ 




Middling and Plebeian Anti-federalism 
 
In Maryland, Anglican Anti-federalism was also strong in its middling form. Its main 
representatives were William Paca, Samuel Chase, Jeremiah Townley Chase and 
Benjamin Harrison. During the April 1788 elections to the Annapolis Ratifying 
Convention Anglican middling Anti-federalists defeated a strong Federalist ticket in 
Anne Arundel County. They were strong supporters of individual rights and thought 
that the government should not restrict either personal rights, or the economy. Their 
handbill demanded a Bill of Rights, which would secure such individual rights, as 
jury trials and religious freedom, and would protect against standing armies, 
excessive taxation and the misuse of state troops.
44
 In this sense, they sought to 
restrict the authority of the executive and of the judiciary, while they defended the 
legislature’s right to pass laws in order to defend individual personal rights and 
liberties. In this, they differed from elite Anti-federalists who did not oppose 
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governmental intervention, as long as the latter was duly representative of the people, 
namely of those who were enfranchised. Moreover, in contrast to elite Anti-
federalists who supported government by a natural aristocracy, middling Anti-
federalists denounced government by the wealthy or the wellborn.
 
 In September 
1786, in the midst of the paper money controversy, Chase and Paca’s supporters 
published a broadside criticising the fact that the state Senate had been dominated by 
the wealthy. Samuel Chase argued in February 1787 that by not taking heed of the 
instructions of their constituents, who supported the emission of paper money, elite 
statesmen sought to establish ‘aristocratic tyranny’.
45
 In this sense, they chose not to 
espouse the Anglican perception of society as an organic whole, led by an educated 
and meritorious elite. They perceived society rather as an entity comprising groups 
with conflicting interests, all of which should be represented in its institutions. The 
representation of learned professionals, merchants, mechanics, artisans and large 
farmers is what they strove for.
46
  
Despite the fact that middling Maryland Anti-federalists rejected one of the 
main tenets of Anglican political theology, namely elite leadership, it can be argued 
that Anglicanism had a certain influence on their thinking. Indeed, the Anglican ideal 
of moderate, restraint behaviour can be considered a source of influence on middling 
Anti-federalists’ disapproval of the excesses of popular democracy and of crowd 
action. After witnessing the violence of the mob in Maryland politics of the late 
1780s, Samuel Chase became one of the strongest Anti-federalist critics of the 
anarchy and licentiousness of his time. Indeed, in his denouncement of mob rule, 
Chase did not differ fundamentally either with Federalists or elite Anti-federalists. 
This is best illustrated by the fact that in the late 1780s, he emerged as a leader of the 
Federalist Party in Maryland. Moreover, the Anglican belief in the deferential 
character of civil and ecclesiastical polity partly survived in middling Anti-
federalists’ distrust of the lower sort. Indeed, middling Anti-federalists tried to 
exclude the lower sort from juries, militia and elections, a right for which plebeian 
Anti-federalists fought. In the 1786 broadside, mentioned above, middling Anti-
federalists advocated the rights of merchants and affluent mechanics, using a well-
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attended style, instead of endeavouring to rouse the passions of the rank and file.
47
 
The middling Anti-federalists’ distrust of the lower sort is also illustrated in their 
concurrence with elite Anti-federalists that the states, rather than the localities, 
adequately reflected the idea of small republic; this was an argument that plebeian 
Anti-federalists rejected. The state government was a sphere where the elites and the 
middling sort could prevail, whereas the increase of the authority of the localities, 
which plebeian Anti-federalists supported, would encourage the lower sort to exert 
their influence. In his September 1787 speech, Samuel Chase presented himself as a 
supporter of a Bill of Rights, as well as states’ rights.
48
 
In Maryland in the late 1780s, plebeian Anti-federalism gained ground along 
with elite and middling opposition to the new Federal constitution. The main 
representative of the former was John Francis Mercer. He had adopted the main 
features of plebeian Anti-federalism, namely the support for the civil rights of the 
lower sort, the priority of crowd over individual action and of personal over states’ 
liberties. While Mercer endorsed crowd action, he hesitated about advocating an 
armed rebellion by Anti-federalists should the Constitution be adopted.
49
 This 
suggests that, despite his mainly plebeian Anti-federalist views, Mercer had an 
appreciation for moderate, peaceable conduct. In his ‘Farmer’ essays of 1788, he 
praised ‘the body of the people, as the only safe depository of liberty and power’. He 
criticised, however, the unruly character of democracy in ‘Florence, where a 
numerous populace confined and crowded within the walls of a city, formed the most 
turbulent republic, that ever disgraced the cause of freedom by cruelty and anarchy’. 
After denouncing the excesses of popular democracy, he argued that the enfranchised 
freeholders should have an indirect participation in the legislature, because they 
were:  
the most independent of mankind, mild by nature, moderate 
by manners, and preserving in every honest pursuit: - Surely 
if ever men were worthy of being entrusted with their own 
rights, the freeholders of America are – Make them then and 
their posterity legislators by birth – I mean not the lowest 
populace – I mean that class of citizens to whom this 
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country belongs: - … they who hold the property of the soil, 
are alone entitled to govern it. 
 
In the same passage, Mercer advocated the right of election for those who, according 
to the state constitution, were unenfranchised, because they possessed less than fifty 
acres of land.
50
 Indeed, Mercer was consistent on this point throughout his life: 
universal white manhood suffrage was instituted mainly due to his efforts as 
governor between 1801 and 1803.
51
  
Despite his radical views regarding civil rights and popular action, Mercer 
did not embrace fully the tenets of plebeian Anti-federalism. This can be partly 
explained by his Anglican background. While other plebeian Anti-federalists 
supported crowd action, even in its violent expressions,
52
 Mercer denounced the 
excesses of popular democracy. As shown by the quotation above, he denied the 
legislative task to those who did not fulfil the existing property qualifications for 
voting, because he thought that they were not mild enough. This suggests that he did 
not wholly trust the temper and political judgment of the lower sort. The Anglican 
ideal of moderation and of deferential politics should have influenced Mercer in his 
praise of moderate characters, his attack on the violence caused by turbulent crowds 
and his partial distrust of the lower sort. Indeed, Mercer’s concern for well-tempered 
action suggests that he advocated the rights of the lower sort only so long as the 
deferential nature of society and of government was not disturbed.
53
 This is an 
essentially conservative notion, which characterized the thought of traditional 
protestant churches, such as the Anglican, to which Mercer belonged.  
In the late 1780s and early 1790s, violent outbreaks were common in crowd 
actions by plebeian Marylanders. These included the riots on 5 September 1788 (Gay 
Street Riot) and on 5 October 1788 in Baltimore, during the October elections for the 
state legislature.
54
 The participation in these episodes of Anglicans from both 
political parties presents certain interpretational problems. First, it is difficult to 
detect in these incidents the impact of the ideas of a specific political party, since 
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they evolved in a chain of events, with consecutive attacks and counter-attacks. 
Besides, the participation of Anglicans in these episodes is particularly perplexing, 
since their political theology strongly opposed violent crowd action. It seems that the 
democratisation of politics, which, as shown above, had been encouraged by a few 
middling and plebeian Anglican Anti-federalist leaders, ultimately got out of hand 
and led to violence.
55
  
Given the lack of any explanation based on religious or political ideas, the 
possibility of economic motives as partly underlying these events has to be admitted. 
Anti-federalism was particularly influential in Baltimore, Anne Arundel and Harford 
counties. In the October 1788 state election and in the 1789 congressional one, these 
counties supported Anti-federalist candidates who demanded the emission of state 
paper money for payments and the cancellation of British and domestic debts. This 
can be explained by the fact that Anti-federalist leaders and voters in the 
aforementioned tidewater counties were involved in British debt obligations and 
speculation in confiscated loyalist property. In contrast, federalist candidates 
supported the interests of the creditors and opposed debtor relief and paper currency, 
conformably to Article I, Section 10 of the Constitution.
56
 Prominent Anglican 
plebeian Anti-federalist leaders, such as John Francis Mercer, were adequately 
restrained in their support of violent mobilization, but the same moderation was not 
shown by other supporters of popular interests. 
It can be argued that Anglicanism had an impact on the thought of middling 
and plebeian Anti-federalists. Despite the fact that these forms of Anti-federalism 
advocated the rights of the middling and lower sort, they did not aim at destroying 
the deferential character of society and politics, an ideal, which was equally shared 
by Anglican civil theology. This is particularly evident when considering that both 
these types of Anti-federalism appreciated the effects of moderate conduct and 
disapproved of the excesses of crowd action, especially the resort to violence.  
 
Religious Tests, Religious Freedom, and the First Amendment  
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‘Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion or prohibiting 
the free exercise thereof’. In framing the new Constitution, the Founding Fathers, 
claimed that they neither desired the establishment of a particular religious sect or the 
provision of support for religion in general nor required a religious test for holding 
any Federal office. Despite the seemingly unequivocal language of the first 
amendment, its meaning has generated much discussion among historians. Did the 
Founding Fathers really intend to erect a ‘wall of separation of church and state’? 
Was America a deeply secular society by the end of the eighteenth century? The 
examination of these matters inevitably revolves around two issues: Article 6, section 
3 of the constitution which prohibited the institution of religious tests as a filter for 
those who were to take up a federal office; and the first amendment, which banned 
the establishment of a church at the national level. The investigation of Federalist 
and Anti-federalist views on these matters demonstrates that Americans of the 1780s 
shared a deep sense of religious piety to the point of being at times intolerant of those 
who were not Christians, but also of those who were not Protestants.
57
  
Regarding the issue of religious tests, Federalists viewed their abolition as a 
mechanism to accommodate the diversity of religious and political opinions in the 
new nation. In the Chesapeake Bay, the Federalist opposition to religious tests can be 
explained as an expression of the Anglican trust in governmental structures and 
institutions for the achievement of social harmony, in this case through the placement 
of all religious groups on an equal standing, while being confident at the same time 
the virtuous and talented would rise in eminence. In this sense, the ban on religious 
tests in the Federal constitution and in the Virginia Act for Religious Freedom 
represented an enlightened departure from customary practice, which several state 
constitutions later emulated. In the same way, Federalists were initially reluctant to 
provide specific assurances of religious liberty, because they thought that such 
constitutional provisions could prove too restrictive to accommodate the plurality of 
religious interests in the new nation. On the other hand, while elite Anti-federalists 
argued that specific religious assurances to secure administration by the virtuous 
were needed, they were strong supporters of the rights of conscience. In the thought 
of both Federalists and elite Anti-federalists, however, the Anglican ideal that 
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traditional institutions, such as the government and the church, should be used as 
moralizing, stabilizing factors in society survived intact. The apparent Anti-federalist 
equivocation on the issue of the freedom of conscience can be explained by their 
limited perception of its meaning: they advocated the propriety of religious tests so 
that only Protestants could hold federal office, and they also supported religious 
freedom so that the establishment of one particular Protestant sect - at the expense of 
the rest - would be prevented. No one was such adamant supporters of religious tests 
and of the rights of conscience, however, as the evangelical popular Anti-federalists 
of the Piedmont. Their strong biblicism, their appreciation of written contracts - on 
the basis of which their congregations were organized – and their belief in New Birth 
conferred their religious organizations with a distinctly egalitarian character that they 
sought to emulate in their civil polity.  
In America of the 1780s, Anglicans, along with the other Protestant sects of 
the old coastal communities (Congregationalists and Presbyterians) shared a long 
establishmentarian tradition, which was based on the belief that governmental 
institutions should be used to promote religious homogeneity in society. Strongly 
Calvinistic in origin and with a deep sense of human depravity and divine rule, these 
sects appreciated the importance of moral discipline and believed that it should be 
imposed through governmental measures. These essentially conservative sects 
frequently used the language of jeremiad to condemn what they perceived as the 
growing licentiousness of their times.
58
 In the previous chapter, the views of a 
conservative caucus in Virginia, including Patrick Henry and Edmund Pendleton, 
who wished the support of religion by the state, have been examined. The inhabitants 
of Caroline and Amelia counties who petitioned the Virginia General Assembly (on 
5 December 1777 and 8 November 1784, respectively) in favour of a general 
assessment, and the members of the Maryland House of Delegates in their address of 
8 January 1785 argued that religion encouraged good government, social order and 
peace, while it promoted the interests of civil society.
59
 By 1787, eight of the thirteen 
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state constitutions, namely those of Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Connecticut, 
North and South Carolina, Maryland, Delaware and New Jersey established public 
support of religion and held the profession of Christian religion as a requirement for 
state office. Even the Pennsylvania constitution of 1776, the most radical of all, 
specified that laws should be passed for the development of virtue and the restraint of 
vice and immorality in society. Moreover, two-thirds of the delegates in the ratifying 
conventions were members of the various religious denominations, a fact that 
suggests that religious affiliation was thought a qualification requisite for good 
political leadership.
60
 Indeed, two states where establishmentarian views held a 
strong sway, namely Connecticut and Maryland, were divided on the vote on Article 
6, section 3 (on religious tests) in the Philadelphia Constitutional convention. The 
rest of the states, with the exemption of North Carolina, were in the affirmative.
61
  
Being accustomed to an establishmentarian tradition, whereby state 
institutions were used to promote the causes of religion, in the republican era 
adherents of the traditional Protestant sects were prepared to utilize governmental 
structures as moralizing mechanisms. The essentially optimistic nature of their 
religion, based on the Arminian doctrine that human will was free and Christ died for 
all, allowed them to agree with the doctrine of the Enlightenment that the human soul 
can be known through reason and chastened through the operation of rational laws. 
In this way, they were prepared to adopt Madison’s idea that the practical solution 
for the observed disorder in the American society of the 1780s was to use 
governmental structures as a means to promote social cohesion. Through the 
operation of rational laws a compromise of interests would be achieved and the 
aspirations of a licentious minority suppressed.
62
  
Indeed, Madison’s thought and religiosity bring forward the compromising 
character of such regulations on religion as the first amendment, of which Madison 
was one of the principal framers. Madison was a deeply religious man, and it was 
due to his strong sense of piety that he wished that everyone should be free in the 
exercise of his religion. His origin from a state where religious persecution 
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suppressed the religious beliefs and practice of a large part of the population, 
nurtured in him great respect for religious diversity and for the rights of freedom of 
conscience. It is this deep hatred of church establishment, because it could confer 
undeserved economic and political power, led him to support strongly the separation 
of church and state, and to wish to celebrate true religious diversity in the 
constitution.
63
 The constitution’s effort to harmonise different religious interests in 
part reflects Madison’s support of religious freedom in a truly pluralistic society.  
In this way, the first amendment clearly illustrates the aforementioned 
agreement between Madison and Federalists of the traditional sects on the use of 
governmental institutions to achieve social cohesion and to promote virtue. It passed 
during the proceedings of the first Congress in August 1789. The guarantee of 
religious liberty was not a subject, which generated much discussion among the 
delegates. It was first introduced by James Madison on 8 June 1789, but it was only 
debated two months later, on 15 August. Madison’s suggestion read:  
The civil rights of none shall be abridged on account of 
religious belief or worship, or shall any national religion be 
established, nor shall the full and equal rights of conscience 
by in any manner, or on any pretext, infringed … No State 
shall violate the equal rights of conscience.  
 
Madison’s approach indicated that Congress would have the power to regulate 
matters of freedom of conscience even on a state level, but Samuel Livermore of 
New Hampshire proposed a formulation that prevented Congress from intervening 
with state policies on this issue. The expression that Livermore suggested simply 
stated: ‘Congress shall make no laws touching religion, or infringing the rights of 
conscience.’ It was very similar to the one eventually adopted by the delegates. By 
incapacitating Congress from disestablishing religious institutions nationwide, the 
power to legislate on this issue was clearly removed from the jurisdiction of the 
federal authorities and conferred on the state governments. Besides, with the states 
having passed explicit regulations on this issue in their constitutions, there was no 
real danger that Congress would establish a church at the Federal level, nor was there 
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any movement that supported doing so. In this way, the first amendment reads more 
like a compromise between those who were fervent supporters of religious freedom, 
like Madison, and those who came from states where religious sects were firmly 
established, like Samuel Livermore of New Hampshire and Fisher Ames of 
Massachusetts, where Congregationalism was the state-supported church.
64
  
In a similar way, Anglican Federalists thought that government and its laws 
were the best promoters of order and virtue in society, since they would place all 
religious groups on an equal footing and prevent the dominance of a disordered 
minority. Rational laws would, then, ensure that only the virtuous and talented would 
rise to eminence. Besides, Federalists’ understanding of the plurality of religious 
interests led them to support the view that any written guarantee of religious freedom 
would not cover the rights and demands of all different religious sects.
65
  
The agreement between Anglicans and Enlightenment liberals showed that 
they shared the optimism that the human soul can be chastened through the operation 
of positive laws as best exemplified in the disestablishment of the Anglican Church 
in Virginia. Conservative Virginia Anglicans gradually accepted Madison’s 
advocacy of disestablishment of the Church of England so that the homogeneity of 
religious interests, and thus social cohesion, would be achieved. In this sense, the 
politics of the ratification of the constitution represented a certain departure from 
what was thus far a limited perception of religious liberty, instituted on the state 
level. Despite the fact that the Federal constitution was not binding on the states in 
matters of religion, between 1789 and 1792, Delaware, Pennsylvania, South Carolina 
and Georgia changed their relevant regulations so that they accorded with those of 
the Federal constitution and of Virginia.
66
 These legislative adjustments reveal the 
religious liberalism of Anglicans, along with Presbyterians, when compared with the 
Congregationalists in New England. The latter’s strong belief in a divinely ordained 
society is illustrated by the fact that New Hampshire did not abandon religious tests 
for office holding until as late as 1876.
67
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In contrast to Anglican Federalists, Anti-federalists insisted on the propriety 
of religious tests. Arthur Lee, perhaps influenced by the radical politics in London, 
was one of the few elite Anti-federalists who rejected the need for religious tests for 
office-holding under the federal government.
68
 The Anglican ideal that traditional 
institutions and means, such as the body of laws, civil government and the church, 
had a paternal role in society and were to be trusted in order to defend the interests of 
the people and promote virtue survived both in the Federalist and in the elite Anti-
federalist camp. Luther Martin, a prominent Anti-federalist lawyer, was supportive of 
religious tests in the Federal constitution and he lamented that it failed to 
acknowledge ‘A belief of the existence of a Deity, and of a state of future rewards 
and punishments.’ He believed that such a stipulation would have offered ‘security 
for the good conduct of our rulers.’ The justification he provided was that in ‘a 
Christian country it would be at least decent to hold out some distinction between the 
professors of Christianity and downright infidelity or paganism.’
69
 Martin, however, 
used less dramatic language than his evangelical counterparts to express his 
disapproval of the ban on religious tests. The Anglican appreciation of moderation 
and restraint in conduct would rarely induce an elite Anglican Anti-federalist to 
support forcefully either religious tests or religious liberty, issues which were highly 
controversial.  
In this sense, a distinction should be made in the way that different Protestant 
sects perceived religious freedom and the propriety of religious tests for office 
holding. Evangelical sects of the backcountry, such as Republican Methodists, 
Separate Baptists and New Side Presbyterians, were firmer supporters than the 
Protestant denominations of the old coastal communities (Congregationalists, 
Presbyterians and Anglicans), of both religious liberty and religious tests. The 
evangelical belief in New Birth, whereby everyone was made an equal recipient of 
divine grace, promoted the concept that everyone could equally participate in the 
rights and duties of the polity. Evangelicals strongly demanded assurances for this, 
namely what came to be the first amendment in the Bill of Rights. On the other hand, 
the strong biblicism, according to which evangelicals lived, cultivated in them the 
belief that religious profession was one of the best securities for virtue. From this 
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idea, stemmed the strong evangelical demand for religious tests in the constitution. It 




But how could Anti-federalists reconcile their advocacy of both religious 
qualifications for office holding and religious freedom? Federalists and Anti-
federalists of almost every denomination had a particularly limited perception of 
religious liberty. Religious freedom was defined within the bounds of Protestantism, 
rather than based on the acknowledgment of the multifaceted nature of a pluralistic 
society. Anti-federalists advocated the security of the right of religious freedom, in 
the sense that all Protestant sects should have the right to worship freely, but at the 
same time they required religious tests for office-holding so that no pagans, deists, 
Jews or Catholics could hold federal office.
71
 Martin’s assertion that the belief in 
Protestant Christianity, at least in its generic version, should be used as a test of 
virtue, necessary for the survival of the republic, betrays his limited sense of the 
rights of religious conscience and his limited toleration for a fundamentally 
pluralistic society. Mr. Singletary, a delegate to the Massachusetts Convention, 
thought that the admission only of Christians to Federal offices would ensure the 
preservation of virtue in the republic. He believed that: 
we [they] were giving up all our [their] privileges, as there 
was no provision that men in power should have any 
religion; and though he hoped to see Christians, yet, by the 
Constitution, a Papist, or an Infidel, was as eligible as they. 
It had been said that men had not degenerated; he did not 
think that men were better now than when men after God’s 
own heart did wickedly. He thought, in this instance, we 





Henry Abbot, a Federalist delegate to the North Carolina Ratifying Convention, 
observed that some of his constituents were jealous defenders of their religious 
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freedom, but that, at the same time, they feared that without a religious test, ‘pagans, 
deists, and Mahometans might obtain offices.’
73
 Such views reveal that, for 
eighteenth-century Americans, only Protestant Christians deserved religious liberty.  
Such views on religious freedom indicate the intention to prevent the 
establishment of a single Protestant religious sect - a system that could be proved 
tyrannical for the rest - rather than a policy of safeguarding the religious rights of all 
the citizens. At the Virginia Ratifying Convention, the most prominent speakers 
revealed a shared fear that one particular sect would be established, oppressing the 
rest. Patrick Henry, stressing the need for an amendment, asserted that ‘no particular 
sect or society ought to be favoured or established, by law, in preference to others.’
74
 
Madison asked:  
Would the bill of rights, in this state, exempt the people 
from paying for the support of one particular sect, if such 
sect were exclusively established by law? … Fortunately for 
this commonwealth, a majority of the people are decidedly 




Edmund Randolph reassuringly suggested that the multiplicity of sects would 
prevent ‘the establishment of any one sect, in prejudice to the rest’.
76
 
It becomes evident, then, that although the framers of the Federal 
Constitution banned religious tests for federal office holding and provided explicit 
securities for religious liberty through the first amendment, they did not initially aim 
to create a truly secular society. The aforementioned stipulations in the constitution 
rather provided protection for the different religious practices in the various states. 
Indeed, eight of the thirteen states, which ratified the constitution between 1787 and 
1790 had instituted public support for religion and required religious tests for office 
holding. The Virginia Act for Establishing Religious Freedom (1786), article 6, 
section 3 of the Federal Constitution, and the first amendment all represented, 
however, a departure from the prevailing practice of demanding religious tests for 
office holding and restraining the rights of conscience. After ratification, four states 
sought to emulate their stipulations. The fact that the Protestant denominations of the 
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old coastal communities, namely Anglicans, Congregationalists and Presbyterians, 
were willing to readjust their establishmentarian ideas and accept, therefore, the use 
of governmental institutions as the means of achieving social cohesion, without the 
use of religion, can explain this. Anglicans and Presbyterians, however, were more 
liberal in their theology than Congregationalists, who continued for long the 
establishment in practice of congregationalism in the states where they 
predominated. Regarding the Chesapeake region, a differentiation needs to be made 
between the views of evangelical popular Anti-federalists of the Piedmont and the 
ideas of Anglican Federalists and elite Anti-federalists of the tidewater region. The 
former, because of their biblicism and strong appreciation of individual rights were 
strong supporters of both religious tests for office holding and written guarantees for 
the rights of conscience. This can be explained by the fact that they shared a 
particularly limited sense of religious liberty, which included only those who were 
Christians, by which they meant Protestants: they demanded religious tests for office 
holding, so that no Pagans, or Muslims could enter public office, but they also 
required the security of religious liberty, so that no one Protestant sect would 
dominate over the rest. Anglican elite Anti-federalists of the tidewater region shared 
the same limited perception of religious liberty, but they were more moderate than 
evangelicals in their assertions and demands for religious tests and religious rights. 
Having adopted the Anglican ideal of utilising traditional institutions as moralising 
and stabilising forces in society, they were, in a way, more prepared than 
evangelicals to agree with Anglican Federalists. As stressed above, the latter were 
convinced of the practical usefulness of using such traditional institutions as 
governmental structures and laws for the promotion of virtue and the restraint of 
licentiousness, without specifically employing religion or favouring one particular 
sect.    
 
Anglican Influences on Federalism 
 
Federalists agreed with elite Anti-federalists on preserving ‘aristocratic’ rule and 
they shared an organic perception of society. They devised elaborate institutional 
mechanisms through which the virtuous and learned would occupy positions of 
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power. Through this process of ‘filtration of talent,’ a ‘natural aristocracy’ of talent 
and merit would naturally emerge. Being weary of the disordered manners and 
unrestrained passions of the democratic elements in state legislatures, Federalists 
required the formation of governmental bodies, which would be elected in such a 
way as to elevate the wisest to positions of power. Such men would function as 
stabilizing elements in society and politics. For example, bicameralism ensured the 
control of the House of Representatives, namely the popular branch of legislature, by 
the Senate, a body of the virtuous and learned few. In this, lay the conservative strain 
in Federalist thought: they distrusted popular democracy and strongly opposed crowd 
action. Indeed, Federalists not only supported bicameralism, but also required a 
House of Representatives of limited membership, to which only the truly meritorious 
would be elected. These wise and few men, as members of the Federal legislature, 
were entrusted with the role of transcending narrow interests, discerning what is 
beneficial for the whole community, and applying this in practice. The perception of 
the body politic as an organic whole, based on the theory of the ‘great chain of 
being’, underlay Federalist thought. They believed that men possess unequal 
abilities, but that everyone should contribute to the best of their abilities to the 
welfare of the whole community in a spirit of benevolence. This theory 
conceptualised society as a body consisting of different parts, which perform 
complementary - not conflicting functions. In this way, Anglican theologians argued 
that the decisions taken by the civil authorities, as servants of God on earth, were 
beneficial to the rest of the society. For this reason, Anglican civil theology in most 
cases opposed resistance to governmental authorities. In these ways, in the tidewater 
counties of the Chesapeake Bay, the Anglican perception of society influenced not 
only elite Anti-federalists, but also Federalist theories. This pervasive impact of 
Anglicanism towards different political attitudes is best illustrated by the following 
statistic: Virginia Anglicans were divided in their reception of the Federal 
constitution, with a ratio of 41 to 21 Anglican delegates in the state ratifying 
convention voting for the constitution. This signifies that, in Virginia, Anglicanism 
could nurture both Federalism and Anti-federalism.
77
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Despite the fact that other traditional Protestant sects, such as 
Congregationalists and Presbyterians, had adopted the same perception of an 
hierarchical society and political system, no other sect exploited this doctrine fuller 
than Anglicans. The ecclesiastical polity of the latter, organized around deacons, 
priests and bishops confirms this. In addition, influenced by the alliance of church 
and state in the Chesapeake, Anglican Federalists had internalised the concept that 
state institutions could be used for the cultivation of virtue in society. In late 
eighteenth-century America, where different interests emerged, sometimes in a 
dangerously conflicting and licentious way, this idea translated to the use of 
governmental structures in order to balance the demands of various interest groups. 
The Anglican appreciation of moderate, peaceable behaviour and social order 
underlay this desire to eliminate factionalism. At the same time, through the system 
of the ‘filtration of talent’, mentioned above, the virtuous and talented would rise to 
positions of power and leadership.  
Central to Federalist, as well as elite Anti-federalist, thought was the idea of 
government by a ‘natural aristocracy’ based on talent and merit. This signified that 
through constitutional mechanisms the wise, cultivated and virtuous - in most cases, 
those who were already the social and economic elite- would rise to positions of 
power and provide effective leadership for the rest of the community.
78
 The mode of 
election of the President and the Senate was designed to ensure this. According to 
Article 1, section 3 of the Federal constitution the members of the Senate, who would 
have to be above the age of thirty, instead of twenty-five, as stipulated for the 
members of the House of Representatives, would be elected by the state legislatures, 
and not directly by the people, as was the case with the members of the House of 
Representatives. For the President a higher age limit than that for the Representatives 
and Senators was set, namely that of thirty-five years. Along with the Vice-President, 
he would be selected by an electoral college; men, equal to the number of the 
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members of Congress that each state was allowed, elected in their respective states. 
By such means, both the President and the Senators would be of a mature age and 
elected not by general popular elections, but by men, sufficiently detached from the 
factions in their localities, and thus, disinterested enough to achieve a wise, 
dispassionate choice.
79
 By not trusting to the people at large the election of the 
President, the Vice-President and the Senators, this system reflected the idea of 
government by the elite and it was based on a belief in deference towards its 
members.
80
 In this sense, the basic difference between Federalist and elite Anti-
federalist thought was one of a rather practical nature: while both political groups 
agreed in preferring elite government, Anti-federalists thought the liberties of the 
people would be better protected if the elites maintained the links with their local 
communities and functioned within them. On this, Federalists objected that the 
operation of elites in the localities would encourage their coalition with a certain 
faction and, thus, result in the promotion of the interests of only one group. To 
prevent such coalitions they suggested the removal of politics from the states and 
their function on a central ‘stage’, distant enough from the localities.  
Despite their different ideas on how the new republican institutions would 
better protect the rights and liberties of the people, both Federalists and elite Anti-
federalists shared an organic perception of society and the economy.
81
 It was based 
on the theory of the ‘great chain of being’, which constituted an integral part of 
Anglican civil theology. This signified that, due to their education, refinement and 
cosmopolitan vision of the world, the elite were best equipped to govern, whereas 
little trust was placed to the political judgments of the lower sort, who were 
considered impulsive, licentious, and factious. In contrast, the gentry were entrusted 
with the task of understanding the will of the rest of the community, refining public 
opinion, and implementing what would be beneficial for the whole of the body 
politic.
82
 The notion that within a highly stratified polity each part held mutually 
complementary, and not conflicting economic roles, underlay the aforementioned 
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perception. This system did not allow for great social mobility, since each economic 
group would function within the bounds of its social standing.  
In Anglican political theology the tenet about hierarchical polities also 
presupposed that governmental authorities had a divine origin: they were modelled 
after Adam and Eve, the first fathers and the first governors, created by God. This 
idea is clearly illustrated in a passage published in the Virginia Independent 
Chronicle, in November 1787:  
When I declare, that it is, in my humble opinion, the most 
perfect system, that ever was presented to mankind for their 
adoption, I barely do it justice; it is a system of government, 
the prototype of which is in Heaven. Had the ancient 
legislator received such a government, from his supposed 
goddess, he might, with some degree of propriety have 




Given this godly sanction, Anglican Federalists and elite Anti-federalists did not 
advocate social change, but their systems ultimately resulted to the preservation of 
the existing social divisions. This theocratic perception of stratified societies also 
formed the basis of the dogmas, adopted by Congregationalists and Presbyterians. 
Given the powers that these Protestant sects accorded to individual congregations, it 
can be concluded, however, that they were not prepared to accept fully the 
implications of an hierarchical depiction of society. It was only Anglicanism with its 
ecclesiastical polity organized around deacons, priests and bishops that fully 
embraced the view of a highly stratified society. In this sense, it can be argued that it 
was in Anglicanism, more than in other Protestant sects, that direct influences on the 
thought of Federalists can be found. 
In these ways, the idea of deference to a learned and virtuous elite was 
fundamental to the Federalist doctrine. Apart from the Anglican organic perception 
of society, the eighteenth-century ideal of a cultured, virtuous and, in many ways, 
cosmopolitan, gentleman informed this idea. The Federalist system of ‘filtration of 
talent’, which would elevate a ‘natural aristocracy’ of virtue and merit, potentially 
allowed, however, the emergence of people of humble origins. Through great 
industry, a few might manage to acquire the necessary education and cultured 
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manners to compete and become distinguished in the world of politics. Remaining 
true to their republican principles, it was not the elevation of men of poor means that 
the Federalists opposed. Their distrust and opposition, rather, lay in the elevation of 
men who did not possess the adequate genteel education, experience, refinement, 
virtue and social connections to match the dignity and responsibility that 
accompanied the political offices for which they competed.
84
  
In the minds of Federalists, and elite Anti-federalists, the increase of debt and 
of inflation, the diminished influence of religious, judicial and governmental 
authorities, corruption, profligacy and the degradation of manners were all signs of 
anarchy.
85
 Indeed, such ‘upheaval’ resulted from the great social mobility that the 
Revolution had unleashed. The departure of loyalist Tories, the intensification of 
factionalism in politics, the augmentation of the representatives in the legislatures, 
the participation of the lower sort in the militia, the multiplication of political groups, 
the profiteering during the war and the dissolution of old mercantile unions offered 
chances for the lower sort to acquire new economic and political roles, as well as to 
gain wealth speedily. In these developments lay the greatest fears and anxieties of 
Federalists. George Washington argued:  
From a variety of concurring accounts it appears to me that 
the political concerns of this Country are, in a manner, 
suspended by a thread. … and that, if nothing had been 
agreed on by that body [the Constitutional Convention], - 
anarchy would soon have ensued – the seeds being reiply 




Federalists’ belief in ‘filtration of talent’ sought to control and regulate the alarming 
unleashing of new social forces. Under this constitutional mechanism, only the truly 
learned and meritorious - even of poor backgrounds originally - would become 
entitled to acquire high political office.
87
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In the previous section, it has been highlighted how the ban on religious tests 
for federal office holding and the safeguarding of religious freedom aimed to achieve 
a compromise of interests through governmental mechanisms. The 
establishmentarian tradition shared by Anglicans, but also by Congregationalists and 
Presbyterians, made them accept the use of governmental institutions and laws as 
moralising, stabilising tools that would help develop social cohesion. ‘Civis 
Rusticus’ advised his readers:  
be disposed to reverence the authority of laws, yet active to 
detect and expose malversation and wrong measures: the 
proposed government will then, … have internal efficiency 
and permanence, and will ensure to the present and future 
generations, security of property, and peace, happiness, and 




By the mid-1780s, Anglicans were prepared to agree with Enlightenment figures that 
the problems of licentiousness and upheaval in American society would be best 
solved by balancing different interests. The Reverend James Madison, the future 
bishop of the Episcopal Church in Virginia, stated:  
If any Circumstance can induce a ready Compliance 
amongst ye Bulk of ye People of America, with federal 
Measures, it will be, that they flow from a Form of Govt. to 
wch. they are so strongly attached, and in whc. they will 




In practice, therefore, social cohesion and order would be best achieved through the 
highest security of the rights of all, and the resulting suppression of the aspirations of 
a disordered minority, rather than by religious tests or the imposition of an 
established religious sect.
90
 The strong anti-clericalism shared by evangelicals, 
especially in such states as Virginia, where religious minorities had been persecuted, 
barred religion as an effective moralizing means. The rational devising of secular 
institutional mechanisms would then provide the answers to the political problems 
America faced towards the end of the eighteenth century.  
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The use of governmental institutions to address the disorder in American 
society of the later 1780s is clearly illustrated in such concepts as bicameralism and 
the narrow representation in the House of Representatives. Both Federalists and elite 
Anti-federalists appreciated the value of bicameralism. The institution of a Senate, as 
representative of a natural aristocracy of the wise and learned, reveals the shared 
perception of American society as a highly stratified one. The elitist nature of the 
Senate becomes evident when considering the age limit of thirty years for candidates 
for the Senate and the indirect way of electing the latter, namely through the state 
legislatures, and not by way of a general, popular vote. Composed, thus, of learned 
men, sufficiently detached from their localities, whose abilities would be checked by 
the different stages of indirect election, the Senate was destined to function in 
Congress as a moralizing, stabilizing body. Its members would rise beyond narrow, 
local interests and would control the factious, democratic politics of the House of 
Representatives. The task of legislative review, with which the Senate was entrusted, 
and its power to make treaties, without the concurrence of the Representatives, were 
means through which Federalists hoped to check democratic disorder.
 91
 
Federalists further hoped to control the excesses of democracy by keeping the 
number of Representatives small, elected in large constituencies, so that the popular 
influence on Congress would be sufficiently limited. They saw the democratic 
branches of state legislatures adopting unwise, rash measures and they feared that the 
same tendency might prevail with the popular representatives in the House at the 
Federal level.
92
 Although Federalists tried to obscure the aristocratic character of the 
Senate, senators, were, in fact, representatives of the socially and economically 
established elite, and would act not only as natural leaders of the body politic, but 
also contribute to social order, provide examples of virtue, and check the 
destabilising tendencies of the Representatives.
93
 
Social order could also be achieved through social cohesion and the 
unification of interests. The alliance of church and state and the resulting imposition 
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of religious uniformity were no longer regarded as the most efficient means of 
providing social unity. The establishmentarian character of traditional Protestant 
sects influenced Federalist ideas on how governmental institutions could be used to 
achieve unity. Federalists thought that the variety of interests in society would be 
best protected and balanced through the formation of a large republic, through 
compromises between small and large states in their representation in Congress, and 
by securing state and individual rights in the first ten amendments. The first two 
methods sought to counterbalance the variety of interests and prevent the adoption of 




The mechanism of the ‘filtration of talent’ was central to the system that the 
Federalists promoted. The election of the President by an electoral college and of the 
Senators by the state legislatures together with the high limits of age set for the 
candidates for these offices were the main ‘sieving’ mechanisms that would ensure 
the elevation of the truly cultured, refined and experienced. Although such a system 
ideally allowed everyone to occupy such posts, in practice it was only those who 
were already socially and economically established who could successfully compete 
in politics. It was only members of the elite who, due to their refined tastes and social 
connections, possessed the chief attribute of conducting themselves at ease in a world 
of genteel politicians. At the heart of the Federalist persuasion lay, therefore, a strong 
distrust of the judgment of the people at large. Bicameralism, the limited number of 
the Representatives and their election in broad constituencies ensured that the Senate 
would control popular passions and that the democratic element in Congress would 
be restricted. An organic, hierarchical conception of society, fully adopted by the 
Anglicans, underlay such measures. The theory of ‘the great chain of being’ 
specified that society consisted of different groups which functioned in 
complementary and not conflicting ways. Each part of the body politic had to 
perform its role within the bounds of its station without aspiring to something 
different to what it already possessed. In the same way, Federalists argued that 
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society’s natural leaders would rise beyond narrow local interests and would apply 
what was beneficial for the rest of the community. Due to the removal of the ‘natural 
aristocracy’ from the localities, people of lower standing were dispossessed of the 
mechanisms to check effectively their leaders. In this way, Federalists were opposed 
to the right of the middling and lower sort to resist traditional authorities and they 
abhorred the direct assertion of the will of the crowd, which they regarded as a 
mobocracy. Finally, Federalists, influenced by the establishmentarian nature of the 
traditional Protestant sects, used to a great extent governmental institutions for the 
attainment of public virtue and social cohesion. This is portrayed not only in the 
system of ‘filtration of talent’ for selecting the meritorious and virtuous, but also in 
the system of counterbalancing the demands of different social and religious groups. 
For example, the interests of small and large states were compromised through their 





Despite their support for different political systems, both Federalists and elite Anti-
federalists shared the same ideas about the propriety of elite rule. In elite Anti-
federalist thought this is illustrated by the support of state and local authority, 
bicameralism, religious tests for office holding, the advocacy of a small republic and 
the exertion of the influence of the elite in the public sphere of print. The elitist 
character of Federalism is depicted in its system of ‘filtration of talent’, whereby a 
‘natural aristocracy’ of talent and merit would be selected. Moreover, Federalists 
distrusted popular democracy and strongly denounced crowd action. It can be argued 
that in Virginia and in Maryland, Anglicanism had an impact on the thought of 
Federalists and elite Anti-federalists of the tidewater communities. Federalists’ and 
elite Anti-federalists’ support of elite rule was based on an organic perception of 
society and politics, as described in Anglican civil theology. The theory of the ‘great 
chain of being,’ adopted by Anglicans, embodied this organic depiction of society. 
The main idea, which underpinned this central Anglican doctrine, was that society 
was consisted of men of unequal abilities. They had to contribute to the common 
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good, according to their faculties and social standing, and with a spirit of Christian 
brotherly love. In this sense, Anglicans did not discern a conflict between the 
interests of the different social classes, but believed that their social and political 
roles were complimentary. In the same way, Federalists and elite Anti-federalists 
thought that the elite, because of its education, refinement and cosmopolitan vision, 
were the best suited to rule. Its interests were not perceived as conflicting with those 
of the rest of the society. Moreover, it can be argued that the establishmentarian 
nature of Anglicanism in the states of the Chesapeake Bay had an impact on 
Federalist ideas about the use of governmental institutions for the cultivation of 
virtue in society and the suppression of factions. Federalists hoped to eliminate social 
disorder through balancing the different political interests, so that a spirit of 
moderation in government would be cultivated. This was compatible with the 
Anglican appreciation of moderate conduct, both in a personal and a public level, and 
with the denunciation by Anglican theologians of revolutionary upheaval and 
violence. In addition, the Anglican reverence for the rule of law influenced Anti-
federalists’ demand for a Bill of Rights, wherein personal and states’ rights would be 
specifically guaranteed. Anglicanism had a limited impact on Maryland’s middling 
and plebeian Anti-federalism. These forms of Anti-federalism were mainly 
influenced by the evangelicalism of the backcountry. Republican Methodists, 
Separate Baptists and New Side Presbyterians shared a radical perception of 
ecclesiastical polity and society that was compatible with the Anti-federalist spirit of 
the lower sort. This highlights the reactionary character of Anglicanism and further 
illustrates its influence on Federalism and elite Anti-federalism in the states of the 







The Impact of the French Revolution on American Anglicanism, 1789-1800 
 
The French Revolution and the French wars that followed marked fundamental 
developments in the socio-economic sphere, in the realm of ideas, and in the politics 
of Europe and of the British Atlantic world. Given the mutual trade of ideas between 
Britain and America, the investigation of the impact of the French Revolution on 
Anglican political thought in the Chesapeake of the 1790s should necessarily take 
into account British responses to the French Revolution, as well as the political 
attitudes in America.  
With regard to America, dividing the period into two terms, 1789-1795 and 
1796-1800, can be a useful approach. The election of 1796 and the formation of the 
first political parties can be considered as the point which marked a change in 
American attitudes towards the French Revolution. Whereas before 1796 clergymen 
of all denominations shared the general enthusiasm in America for French 
revolutionary ideals, after 1795, the alignment of political opinion, and, as a result, 
the response to the events in France, corresponded to the political divide created by 
the first party system. At this stage, internal developments conditioned American 
responses to the French Revolution and to the subsequent Napoleonic wars. After 
1795 the Federalists’ denunciation of the events in France can be viewed as a product 
of their belief that the Whiskey rebellion and the surge of deism in America were 
imports from France. They attributed to French influences what they perceived to be 
the growth of violence and irreligion in American politics and society. This was a 
strong feature of the Federalist rhetoric, which found firm supporters primarily 
among the Congregationalist clergy in New England. In the states of the Chesapeake 
Bay, neither the Anglican clergy nor the laity shared this rhetoric with any passion. 
The Anglican clergy in the Chesapeake denounced the French excesses less 
vigorously than their Congregationalist counterparts in New England. The responses 
of the Anglican laity in the Chesapeake states were varied. They either mildly 
criticized French aggression or tried to condone it. Thomas Jefferson, who was 
brought up in an Anglican household, was the most conspicuous example of the 
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latter case. Jefferson went so far as to believe that violence was necessary for 
traditional institutions to become disestablished. In no instance, however, did the 
reactions of Anglicans in the Chesapeake towards the French Revolution match the 
paranoia expressed by Federalists in New England.  
The steady growth of support for the Republican Party in Virginia and in 
Maryland, which culminated in the 1800 election to the presidency of Jefferson, 
partly explains this. Another factor, which contributed to the downplaying of French 
violence by American observers in the Chesapeake during the second half of the 
1790s, was the relative erosion of the strength of the Protestant Episcopal Church in 
the region. In Britain in the 1790s, the Church of England was a long-established and 
traditional institution, which articulated a conservative political discourse, in 
opposition to the French Revolution and its excesses. As described in the previous 
chapters, the Church of England in the states of the Chesapeake Bay had a ‘low’ 
church character, which it maintained after the revolutionary war. Despite the fact 
that it survived the losses of the war relatively well, it did not form a ‘high’ church, 
conservative outlook during the post-revolutionary years. It had to adapt to the 
liberal, republican spirit of the post-revolutionary times with the result that it 
developed further away from the deeply conservative character of the Anglican 
Church, as expressed in the parent country. As a result, the Protestant Episcopal 
Church in the Chesapeake did not formulate a conservative discourse, which would 
have raised the same fears and criticism of the violence in France as those articulated 
by Federalists in New England.  
 
 The French Revolution and Anglican Political Thought in the Chesapeake  
 
Until late 1794-early 1795, clergymen in the early republic shared the general 
enthusiasm in America for French liberal ideals. Coupled with that was the need of 
ministers serving the traditional denominations of the east coastal towns to maintain 
their dwindling congregations. Congregationalists, Presbyterians and Anglicans had 
to embrace the same liberal rhetoric as expressed by the social and political leaders 
of their communities. Moreover, since the Reformation, Protestants had been 
characterized by their anti-Catholicism. In this sense, it is not surprising that 
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clergymen of strongly Calvinist sects supported the French Revolution during that 
anti-religious phase, when the pillars of the Catholic Church in France were being 
demolished. During the second half of the decade, the development of political 
parties polarized opinions on the French Revolution. Federalists in New England 
allied with the Calvinist clergy in order to decry the excesses of the French 
Revolution and the Directory, while at the same time they perceived the reflection of 
French evils at home. In the Chesapeake, especially in Virginia, the gains of the 
Democratic-Republicans, as well as the loss of conservative impact of the Episcopal 
Church, made clergy and laity, alike, still aspire to France as an example. Despite 
some conservative voices in the region, they approved or mildly criticised French 
atrocities. Even on the issue of irreligion, they tried to prove that it was unfounded or 
they advanced arguments to refute it.  
During the first five years of the French Revolution, the political rhetoric of 
clergymen in America had to match the general enthusiasm for liberal ideals, as they 
were expressed in France. Due to the problem of declining congregations in the 
churches of traditional denominations in the eastern coast, clergymen often adopted 
the political credos of their lay patrons.
1
 Indeed, the year 1789 witnessed an 
outpouring of sympathy and admiration in America towards France. The fall of the 
Bastille was celebrated in civil festivities in America and the French King, the 
Marquis de Lafayette, French patriots and the French army were all held in high 
esteem in America.
2
 Even later, during the years 1792-3, American public opinion 
was inclined to excuse the French revolutionaries for the misfortunes of the royal 
family and La Fayette. They were considered pardonable excesses in the midst of the 
revolutionary struggle.
3
 The Federalists, though conscious of Lafayette’s errors, were 
willing to welcome him to America, while the Democratic-Republicans received his 
actions with unqualified approval. In a speech in 1792 on the occasion of an 
anniversary of the American Revolution, while a student in William and Mary 
College, John Mercer declared:  
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Already does the liberal Frenchman, animated by the Sun of 
this Western hemisphere, keep holy the day, he left his 
native land to cross the atlantic, a soldier in the cause of 
freedom. Fayette! formed after natures favorite plan, may 
the object of thy early virtues be cherished by thy 
countrymen; may every gift, that Heaven can bestow upon a 




Democratic-Republicans ignored the fact that Lafayette joined the royal forces 
during the Revolution and many even argued that a general tax should be imposed in 
order to raise money that Lafayette could use on his return.
5
  
The fact that American clergymen sympathised with the liberal ideals being 
expressed in France is not surprising. What is surprising in their reaction is the fact 
that these clergymen persisted in their support for France even during the most 
violent, anti-religious phases of the Revolution. This can be explained by the fact that 
Protestant Americans perceived the revolutionary excesses through a well-
established anti-Catholic lens. Despite their regret for the excesses of the French 
Revolution, American clergymen were inclined to condone such violent events as the 
September Massacres in 1792, the execution of the king in 1793, the programme of 
dechristianisation waged against Catholicism and even the Reign of Terror. Having 
strong anti-Catholic opinions, American Calvinist clergymen, in particular, such as 
Jedidiah Morse, Ezra Stiles, and Joseph Lathrop in New England, linked the 
revolutionary spirit in France with that in America, believing that the cause of liberty 
was advancing and that it was only a matter of time before social and political 
stability would be established in France. They even went so far as to believe that 
religion would emerge rejuvenated after being ‘purged’ during the revolutionary 
turmoil in France. These clergymen perceived the fight against Popery and the old 
regime in the French Revolution, as similar to and influenced by the ideals of the 
American Revolution. American revolutionaries, in their opposition to monarchy and 
the traditional hierarchical institutions of the old world, were regarded as having 
removed the same shackles from which the Frenchmen were now fighting to free 
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themselves in the 1790s.
6
 This attitude especially characterized clergymen in the 
Chesapeake and the southern colonies, who later became favourable to the 
republican cause and long persisted in their support for the French Revolution.  
In contrast, after late 1795, when the anti-religious phase of the French 
Revolution was over, the prevailing feeling of American clergymen towards the 
French Revolution was that of repugnance. In particular, Federalist Congregationalist 
clergymen in New England associated the revolution in France with fraud, violence 
and immorality. These phenomena were thought to have destroyed religious 
principles and practice. The Reverend David Osgood’s Thanksgiving sermon of 1794 
was the first and one of the most illustrative examples of this kind of religio-political 
rhetoric. The origin of these Federalist and Calvinist fears can be located in their 
belief that only traditional, hierarchical systems, such as the established church and 
elite rule, preserve social order through the cultivation of deference. Conservatives 
believed that everyone was inherently depraved and that man’s passions were only 
restrained by long-standing institutions that promoted respect towards one’s peers.
7
 
Democracy with its encouragement of popular action could only result in mobocracy, 
demagoguery and factionalism. Civil war, a particularly dreaded outcome, seemed 
imminent. The anarchy and disunion of the people that it produced were to be 
avoided at all costs. The short-lived ancient democracies and the contemporary 
instances of violence in America and France presented tangible proofs of the 
harrowing effects of popular mobilization and violence. The massacres, the battle 
against the established church in France and the emancipation of slaves disquieted 
the propertied classes and the clergy in America. The poor refugee Creoles, who 
migrated to America from the former French colony of St. Domingue, were a graphic 
example of the resulting horrors of civil war and the overthrow of the established 
order. Vivid blood-soaked imagery was used by Calvinist Federalists to portray the 
products of violence in revolutionary France that should be avoided in America.
8
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The Fast and Thanksgiving Days’ sermons of 1795 mark the turn of the tide. 
Conservative calls for the renewal of religion and piety among the people were 
expressed by clergymen, journalists and statesmen. Calvinists were so much appalled 
by what they perceived as the infidelity of the people that they thought that the 
millennium was fast approaching, when all humanity would be swallowed in a 
maelstrom of blood and violence. In 1797, the publication and wide circulation in 
America of Abbe Barruel’s Memoirs on Jacobinism had an impact on the thought of 
New England divines. In this work, the French Revolution was described as the 
product of Antichrist, while its origins were ascribed to the activities of German 
Illuminati, the Masonic lodges and the anti-Christian Jacobins. The fervour of this 
book suited the zeal with which New England clerics castigated what they perceived 
to be the infidelity of the French Revolution.
9
 Anarchy, violence and deism in 
American social and religious life at the end of the eighteenth century, as instanced 
in Shays’ and the Whiskey rebellions, were regarded as imports from France. The 
Genet affair and the XYZ affair of 1797, during which the American diplomats in 




The threat of the dissolution of society, as presented in France, haunted the 
thoughts of clergymen of traditional religious beliefs in the northern and southern 
colonies, namely Presbyterians, Regular Baptists and Anglicans. In the Chesapeake, 
the traditional Anglican appreciation for social order and the aversion towards 
violence influenced these beliefs. Nevertheless, Anglican clergymen in Virginia and 
in Maryland did not adopt the same style as their Congregationalist counterparts or 
their Anglican brethren in England in denouncing the excesses of the French 
Revolution. Federalist clergymen in New England were strong in their opposition to 
French lawlessness and, as emphasized in chapter one, Anglican clergymen in 
England fiercely denounced French ideals - especially after the beheading of the king 
- and stressed the importance of submission to traditional authorities. In contrast, the 
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discourse of Anglican clergymen in the Chesapeake, when referring to the events in 
France, was more moderate in tone. In a Thanksgiving sermon in 1795, Bishop 
James Madison of Virginia criticised the anarchy that pervaded American political 
life in the 1790s, but he referred approvingly to the Revolution in France. He 
maintained that in the same way that divine Providence guided the Americans 
towards the achievement of their independence, it protected the French in their 
revolution against tyranny. He stressed that Americans should be morally 
disciplined, if they wished to receive the continuous beneficial protection of 
Providence. This remark matched the increasing fear of social upheaval voiced in 
conservative circles in America at this time. Despite the fact that Madison 
appreciated the ‘blessings of peace, of order’ and of law-abiding behaviour, at the 
same time he referred to the sacred compact that magistrates had entered into with 
God, obliging them to protect the rights and liberties of the people.
11
 If the civil 
authorities proved oppressive, the people had a right to resist. This patriotic 
discourse, similar to the one used by ministers supporting the American War of 
Independence, was influenced by the rhetoric of Democratic-Republicans in 
Madison’s home state of Virginia, who favoured the promotion of equality and 
justice.  
In a similar tone to Madison’s was the Reverend John Bracken’s sermon on 
the same occasion. Although he approved of the suppression of the Whiskey 
rebellion and lamented the disorder that it caused, he was a supporter of the French 
Revolution. Bracken stressed the superintendence of human affairs by God and the 
divine origin of government. He emphatically stated that ‘the minutest movement in 
it [the universe] is continually subject to his direction, and all its parts incessantly 
declare his glory, and fulfil his word.’
12
 Bracken expressed the traditional Anglican 
appreciation for lawful behaviour. He believed, thus, that the laws of the American 
constitution were God-given. According to Anglican civil theology, Bracken had an 
ordered and rational sense of liberty, which allowed him to support the French 
struggle against despotism, but, at the same time, to condemn the upheaval caused by 
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the Whiskey insurrection in western Pennsylvania and Virginia. For Bracken, the use 
of lawful means of protesting was the designated course of action, as long as the 
nature of government was of an adequate republican character that permitted it. 
Bracken had adopted the traditional Anglican ideal that opposed wars and the 
effusion of blood, but at the same time he supported the resistance to oppressive 
monarchs, who violated God’s will. It seems that Bracken’s residence in Virginia 
influenced him towards the outmost appreciation of liberty and republican ideals, but 
his Anglican background did not allow him to approve of licentious opposition to 
civil government, especially when the constitution of the land provided means for 
lawful protest. Besides, behaviour in a way that could not be characterised as sober 
and temperate was not a mode of conduct that Anglicanism appreciated.
13
   
The responses of the Anglican laity to the French Revolution ran parallel to 
those of the clergy. In Virginia and in Maryland, the initial enthusiasm for the 
revolutionary activities in France was followed - after 1795 - by unconditional 
approval or mild criticism of the excesses. James Madison and Thomas Jefferson 
held an optimistic view of human nature. They believed in the ability of man to gain 
his rights with minimal governmental interference. For them, a rigid social hierarchy 
was not required for the preservation of social order. They justified violence in 
France as a small aberration, a reaction that could be explained by the years of 
oppression under which the French people had suffered. The Battle of Valmy (1792) 
and the subsequent events of the Reign of Terror were celebrated in America in civic 
feasts, while Democratic societies were founded, according to the Jacobin example, 
being critical of the American government and of the American elite.
14
  
Anglican laymen in the Chesapeake generally welcomed the revolution in 
France. Even when Anglican laymen disapproved of the events in France, their 
stance was generally moderate in style. Similarly to the clergy, their tone never 
resembled the paranoia of the Federalists in New England. On the issue of the 
execution of the King, Jefferson considered that rendering monarchs subject to 
punishment, like other criminals, promoted the rights of man, since, in this way the 
inviolability of the King’s person was destroyed. Jefferson’s reaction can, therefore, 
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be judged rather cool or reserved, since he had earlier expressed faith in the good 
disposition of the King.
15
 The Aurora expressed the opinion that France had suffered 
a lot under monarchy, but the dethronement of the King should have been enough to 
relieve the country from its evils.
16
 The National Gazette initially denounced the 
dethronement of the King as a violent measure, but later defended and excused it on 
the account of his flight from Paris and of the massacre of patriots, such as the 
protestors against royalty killed in the Champs de Mars in July 1791. In the summer 
of 1793 this paper continued to approve the revolutionary actions perpetuated in 
France, arguing that such instances exhibited dignity and resolution.
 17
 The 
decapitation of the King was met in America with popular approval as well: in 
Philadelphia his head was mangled and burnt in effigy twenty or thirty times a day in 
the winter of 1792-3 and part of the summer, while at an inn between Chester and 
Wilmington there was a sign illustrating the decapitated queen.
18
  
James Monroe is the most illustrative example of favourable opinion towards 
France. Sent in 1794 as Minister to France, he had first-hand experience of the 
Revolution, which he interpreted through a strong Democratic-Republican lens. He 
judged that the executions of revolutionary leaders, including that of Robespierre, 
were a necessary means of check on the men in power so that tyranny and corruption 
would be immediately averted. In traditional Democratic-Republican style, Monroe 
perceived the revolution in France, and even its excesses, as the advancement of 
liberty and an expansion of the rights of man.
19
 Monroe, however, did not rejoice in 
violence. He hoped that factionalism would be checked and he appreciated what he 
perceived to be the return of tranquillity, temperance and moderation in 
government.
20
 Monroe did not consider the massacres of 2
 
and 3 September 1792 or 
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the invasion of the Convention on 31 of May 1793 as evidence of popular ferocity 
and licentiousness. He ascribed their causes to external factors, such as the transfer of 
people to the capital from outside Paris.
21
 Monroe believed that the revolutionary 
ideals were deep rooted in the hearts and minds of the people. His optimism 




Some Virginian Anglicans, however, in the style of New England 
conservatives used harsh language to describe the events in France. William Short, a 
graduate of William and Mary College and friend of Jefferson, referred to the 
Jacobins as ‘monsters’ and he lamented the use of violence by the French to 
overthrow the lawful government. Jefferson’s reply to Short’s criticism is indicative 
of the enthusiasm with which Democratic-Republicans received the events in France. 
Jefferson approved the abolition of hereditary monarchy by the Jacobins, and, 
although he deplored violence and the sacrifice of innocent people, he justified 
French actions because he thought they were necessary to subvert French tyranny. 
He maintained that even the whole of the human race would be worth sacrificing to 
the name of freedom.
23
 Patrick Henry joined William Short and the Federalists in 
denouncing the excesses of the French Revolution. He strongly expressed his 
disapproval at the execution of the King.
24
 In this way, Henry reaffirmed his 
association with the conservative wing of the Democratic-Republican group.  
The connection of France with irreligion required exceptional ingenuity on 
the part of Democratic-Republicans to counteract. Patrick Henry disagreed with the 
teachings of deism and thought that they were ‘but another name for vice and 
depravity’,
25
 but others from his party were prepared to defend its creed. In 
December 1792, Pierre Samuel Dupont de Nemours gave a speech in the National 
Assembly attacking the established church and superstition, and declaring himself an 
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atheist. In its comment of March 1793 on this, the Democratic-Republican National 
Gazette in anti-clerical tone argued that it would have been worse if Dupont declared 
himself an aristocrat: ‘an aristocrat is a more dangerous animal than either a deist or 
an atheist. The aristocrat oppresses the moral and physical faculties of men, the deist 
or atheist oppresses nobody.’ His opinions are his own, and ‘ask not the aid of cruel 
and rich priests’. The newspaper further accused the clergy of creating religious 
animosity and suggested that the ringing of church bells should be suppressed in 
America in the example of France.
26
 Others tried to prove that the charges of 
irreligion were unfounded. The Aurora argued that the French constitution allowed 
for freedom of religion,
27
 while the ‘Independent Chronicle’ held that Robespierre’s 
faith in the Supreme Being meant that his views were not far from being orthodox. 
Anti-clerical attacks were further heaped on England and its clergy. The Independent 
Chronicle called them ‘lawless banditti’, who tyrannise over the consciences of 
men.
28
 Further, the sermons of the Reverend David Osgood, who had criticised the 
excesses of the French Revolution and its impact on America, namely the cultivation 
of a liberal spirit in politics and religion, were vehemently answered by the 
opposition. Over several weeks the ‘Friends to the Clergy and Enemies to 
Ecclesiastic Presumption’ tried to refute Osgood’s charges. His style was denounced 
as ‘inquisitorial’ and he was attacked as a supporter of monarchy.
29
  
The Anglican Church in the Chesapeake of the 1790s seemed, therefore, 
impotent to influence the political attitudes of the laity. As it is shown below, the 
spread of atheism and deism in the region, with the simultaneous growth of the 
Republican Party and its support for French political ideals, were reasons why the 
Protestant Episcopal Church developed a liberal, republican character at the end of 
the eighteenth century. Its increasing dependence on lay support for matters of 
ecclesiastical government and finance meant that it could not afford to oppose the 
religious and political views of prominent members of the elite.  
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The Formation of Political Parties, the Whiskey Rebellion and the Alien and 
Sedition Acts 
 
Given the initial clerical support in America for the de-christianisation phase of the 
French Revolution, the conservative reaction during the last five years of the 
eighteenth century should not be considered a response to the events in France, but 
rather a result of internal developments. The rise of deism in America, the increased 
anarchy, and the development and alignment of political parties polarized American 
views on the French Revolution.
30
 Federalists frequently used their opposition to the 
French as a rhetorical tool to attack their political adversaries and to implement 
reactionary measures in America. They argued that French infringement of 
commercial agreements, riotous behaviour at home, as exhibited by the Whiskey 
Rebellion, and the fear of war sanctioned their decisions. On the other hand, 
Democratic-Republicans accused their enemies of monarchical tendencies, did not 
think that there was any cause for alarm due to irreligion or anarchy at home and 
rejoiced in the freedom provided by American political institutions. 
The first political alignments were formed in 1793 when the French declared 
war on Britain. The cause of the French Revolution was extremely popular in 
America to the effect that the Federalists had to devise carefully a political rhetoric in 
order to oppose the Republicans, who wholeheartedly supported the French 
principles of liberty and individual rights. In this way, while Federalists praised the 
initial conception of the French Revolution, they attacked its excesses and claimed 
that the French were ‘exporting’ atheism to other nations. At this point, the 
Federalists exploited the fear of atheism and deism in the clerical camp and used the 
clergy, especially its Calvinist wing, as exponents of their cause. As a result, 
Federalist political discourse in the 1790s persistently portrayed the Republicans as 
atheists and deists and, ultimately, as responsible for the presumed growth of 
immorality and anarchy in American society.
31
 Several well-publicised scandals that 
disturbed American social life of the 1790s, in which the French played a role, 
helped to establish the connection between the French Revolution, its Democratic-
Republican supporters in America, and the increase of licentiousness in that country. 
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These scandals involved Talleyrand, Monsieur de Marsillac and Count Alexandre de 
Tilly. The first two cases, in particular, whereby Frenchmen renounced their 
religious identity in order to enjoy the pleasures of the secular world, vividly 




The Whiskey Rebellion in the summer of 1794 confirmed the conservative 
fears of imminent lawlessness in American social and political life. Federalists drew 
a parallel between the insurgents in western Pennsylvania and the violence used by 
the Jacobin clubs in the French Revolution.
33
 There was a prevailing anxiety that 
mobocracy, corruption and irreligion will replace order and virtue in American 
politics in the same way that these phenomena were perceived as dominating French 
politics of the 1790s. In Maryland, John Dennis the supposed author of a pamphlet 
called Address to the People of Maryland, on the Origin, Progress and Present State 
of French Aggression (1798) argued:  
There is a kind of executive power, much to be dreaded, … I 
mean the executive power of Mobocracy – And this sort of 
executive power which has been for years, and is now 
raging in Europe with a violence, whose hands nothing can 
stay, … is the definition of despotism, and wherever it 
directs its destructive course, it rages ad internecionem and 




Such apprehensions encouraged Federalists to re-double their efforts in order 
to harness the clergy to their cause. In this way, irreligion in France was used by 
Federalists as a political weapon to attack their enemies at home.
 
A pamphlet war 
erupted, wherein atheism and deism - terms used interchangeably - were perceived as 
the cause of anarchy, immorality and factionalism in France. Federalists held that 
these social and political vices were imported in America through the support lent by 
the American Republicans to the French cause. In apprehension of contamination by 
French principles, John Dennis stated sarcastically: ‘it is time the French were 
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invited here as they have been elsewhere, to overturn institutions of such systematic 
corruption as our government has recently been represented to be.’
35
  
By evoking the fears of irreligion and atheism, Federalists were able to gain 
the support of the Congregationalist clergy to such an extent that the majority in their 
camp took a conservative stance and embraced the Federalist cause. In 1794, even 
the Anglican Reverend John Jones Spooner of Virginia denounced the upheaval 
caused by the French Revolution and supported the Federalists in their defensive 
stance against the aggression of the French.
36
 Liberty, order and religion were 
praised as the true ideals of the American Revolution. In commemorating its 
anniversary, Spooner compared the Americans to the Israelites and stated that ‘their 
public affairs were prospered, according as their observed the rites of their religion, 
for these had a tendency to preserve within due bounds, their tempers and passions to 
heighten their morality, to increase their moderation and temperance’.
37
 These ideals, 
Federalists argued, were subsequently misappropriated by the French and the 
Republicans, who encouraged licentiousness, turmoil and sacrilege. By 1795 the 
fears for irreligion so far controlled the psyche of Federalist clergymen that few, 
even if they agreed with French ideas, refrained from referring to the excesses of the 
French Revolution in their efforts to promote piety and virtue at home.
38
  
In the second half of the decade, the rise of the Directory and of Napoleon 
Bonaparte, together with the fear of a war with France and of French invasion added 
fuel to the Federalist rhetoric. Dennis, influenced by his Anglican background – he 
had regularly attended services at Old Christ Church, Philadelphia - viewed politics 
through a conservative lens. He believed in the paternal nature of governmental 
institutions, in God’s superintendence on human affairs, in a ‘rational freedom’ and 
in moderation in government.
39
 As a result, he deplored at ‘the horrid butcheries of 
Robespierre’ and thought that ‘wretchedness, anarchical tyranny, prostration of all 
the rights of property, the elevation of the wicked upon the ruin of the virtuous’ 
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characterised the activities of the Directory. Moreover, he denounced Democratic-
Republicans as atheists for opposing Adams’ proclamation for fasting and prayer. 
Dennis agreed with Adams that the French violations of commercial agreements with 
America, their aggressive spirit and corrupt manners warranted defensive war 
preparations by United States. His religious principles, however, made him lament 
the civil war that might have erupted if Virginia rejected a war with France. 
40
 
The passing of the Alien and Sedition Acts (1798) gave the Democratic-
Republicans an opportunity to go on the offensive. John Page, a devout Anglican, 
expressed the belief that there was no cause for alarm, since in the early years of its 
existence the American Republic had functioned in an orderly manner. In conformity 
with his Anglican background, Page expressed due appreciation for ‘regularity, 
subordination and decorum’, as well as lawful behaviour. He believed that 
Americans had so far enjoyed liberty ‘without running into licentiousness, confusion 
and anarchy.’ Moreover, Page argued that these legislative acts, which limited the 
actions of foreigners in the United States and the freedom of speech, were only 
suitable in monarchical states, such as Great Britain, where hierarchical institutions 
were established. He claimed:  
The common law of England, may and ought to guard its 
HEREDITARY Executive against libellous attacks, 
calumnies and criminations, and its established church 
against attacks on its doctrine, discipline and worship. It 
must be wise in England to forbid all complaint against an 
hereditary executive, … And it must be prudent to 
endeavour to check freedom of enquiry to endeavour to 
check freedom of enquiry respecting religious opinions, 
where the religion of a powerful hereditary monarch, and of 




According to a cherished Republican ideal, Page exalted the liberal character of 
American institutions, including religious freedom. In contrast to old world states, he 
argued that the spirit of liberty in America did not warrant the employment of 
reactionary measures, such as those introduced by Federalist policies. Page further 
accused the Federalists of monarchical tendencies and fear that ‘the doctrine of 
expediency, and of promoting the general welfare, and of preventive justice’, might 
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justify ‘the appointment, not only of kings and of an hereditary nobility, but of a 
dictator, of an establishment of religion, and of an holy INQUISITION.’
42
 It is 
significant that towards the end of the 1790s the association of an established religion 
with the oppressive character of monarchy still haunted Republican imagery. 
The development of political parties in America in the 1790s had accordingly 
influenced the political rhetoric articulated by the clergy. At the end of the decade, 
while Federalist clergymen in New England allied with the Federalists in denouncing 
French irreligion and lawlessness, fearing that these developments were already 
apparent in American social life, Democratic-Republican clergymen in Virginia 
barely mentioned France in their sermons. In 1800, in his sermon on the death of 
George Washington, the Bishop James Madison of Virginia called for the renewal of 
virtue and religiosity, so that Americans would continue to receive the beneficence of 
Divine Providence in the same way as it had been bestowed on Washington. Despite 
the fact that Madison denounced deism, there was no allusion to the upheaval in 
France in his arguments, whereas disorder in that country featured so often in the 
rhetoric of Federalists. Democratic-Republicans preferred to ignore those 
developments in France that marred their ideal picture of it as a defender of liberty.
43
 
While Federalists were horrified by the atrocities committed by the Directory 
and Napoleon and thought that anarchy was imported into America by French 
sympathisers, Democratic-Republicans in Virginia did not find any due cause for 
alarm. They were bothered by the conservatism of their adversaries and accused 
them of monarchical tendencies. The moderation and temperance of Anglicanism, its 
survival in a region that was overwhelmingly Republican, and the loss of vigour of 
this faith can account for the minimal conservative influence that it exercised over 
the ideas and expressions of its adherents. 
 
Religion in the 1790s 
 
One factor which facilitated the expansion of religious and political liberalism in 
America in the 1790s was the decline of traditional religion. Deism presented 
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particular attractions for those who admired French principles and believed that 
religious and political conservatism had remained rooted in America. Moreover, the 
fact that the traditional religious denominations of the east coast found difficulties in 
reorganising themselves after the revolutionary war meant that belief in hierarchical 
systems of government and social organisation waned. Unbelief and ignorance of 
God seem to have marked the backcountry. Religion was no longer considered a 
system of beliefs, which involved the revelation of God to his disciples, but merely a 
mechanism of social control. Religious faith was valued only for its instructional 
function and man and government were no longer thought to be of divine origins.
44
  
The growth of deistical thinking contributed to the cultivation of Federalist 
fears of anarchy and irreligion. In America, the beginnings of deism were marked 
with the publication in 1794 of Ethan Allen’s Reason, the Only Oracle of Man. The 
deistical flare was shared by John Fitch, Elihu Palmer and Thomas Paine and it is 
reflected in America in the publications of the works of Baron Paul von Holbach, and 
Count Constantin de Volney. The development of deism in America in the 1790s 
was encouraged by the general spirit of the Enlightenment, the adoption of French 
rationalism during the late 1770s and early 1780s, and the adherence of eminent 
Americans to deistical thinking.
45
 For example, in Virginia, Thomas Jefferson, 
George Mason and Edmund Randolph openly adopted ‘natural’ religion, whereas 
George Washington, James Madison and John Randolph had embraced deistical 
thinking without severing their ties with the traditional churches. Deism, being based 
on rationalism and materialism, encouraged the development of personal 
investigations of religious doctrines. It is not coincidental that treatises dealing with 
the mental processes of man became popular in America in the 1790s. John Locke’s 
Essay Concerning Inquiry on Human Understanding, David Hartley’s Observations 
on Man, Condorcet’s Progress of the Human Spirit and La Mettrie’s Man a Machine 
gained greater prominence than the works of William Paley, Isaac Watts, Joseph 
Butler and Francis Egerton (the Earl of Bridgewater). The free inquiry promoted by 
deism matched the French spirit of political liberalism. It was, thus, appealing to 
Americans who perceived the American and the French Revolutions as a continuous 
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struggle against the unbending authoritarian rule of bishops, the political elite, and 
hereditary monarchs.
46
 As a result, in a strongly anti-clerical style, Jefferson decided 
to give the University of Virginia an agnostic character, excluding the teaching of 
religion from its curriculum.
47
 
The warm reception of French ideas in America was facilitated by the 
alliance between the two countries during the American revolutionary war. In the 
seventeenth and large part of the eighteenth century, France was associated with 
Catholicism and with anti-Christ. The American War of Independence rendered 
Protestant England – rather than France – as the main enemy. As a result, Americans 
became not only receptive towards deism, but even tolerated Catholicism. In 
Baltimore of the 1790s, Bishop John Carroll made an impact on the religious and 
intellectual life of the city, French was taught in the cities of the east coast and the 
Americans welcomed the edict of Louis XVI tolerating Protestants.
48
 Of course this 
penchant for things French was another point of attack for the Federalists during the 
last years of the 1790s.
49
 
In the Chesapeake, the flirtation with deism and with French principles by 
prominent members of their congregations prevented Anglican clergymen from 
strongly condemning French violence and aggression. The Church of England in this 
region had never had the same conservative character as it did in the parent country. 
It had never enjoyed the same close alliance with and support from the state as the 
parent institution did and its rituals and doctrine were less hierarchical in tone. 
William Duke observed: 
The countenance of government, and the distance from the 
See of London, from which it [the Church] was supposed to 
derive ecclesiastical order, reduced it into a security, during 
the political subjection of this country to Great Britain, that 




In the 1770s and 1780s the Church of England in the colonies was 
disestablished in the Chesapeake. This together with the severance of the ties 
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between the mother country and the colonies showed that it no longer enjoyed the 
protection of a monarchical state and that it was placed on the same footing as other 
denominations. The loss of support of the monarchy meant that the former Church of 
England in the colonies lost its potential for a conservative impact on the thought of 
the laity. It was renamed the Protestant Episcopal Church and its ministers had to 
argue in favour of their new status. In 1792, the Reverend John Mercer 
acknowledged the parental bonds with Britain, but justified American Independence 
on account of the uncompromising stance of the mother country. He believed that the 
American struggle against Britain had been justified in the name of God-given 
liberty.
51
 Some ministers even came to appreciate the benefits of religious freedom 
and disestablishment. In 1795, the Reverend John Bracken believed that 
disestablishment encouraged the practice of religion on the basis of purer motives 
than when the church enjoyed an alliance with the state. It was this kind of argument 
that permitted the adaptation of Episcopalians to the new post-revolutionary 
conditions with regards to the relationship between church and state.
52
 The same 
ideas were expressed by John Mercer. He lamented the innocent blood spilled during 
the religious controversies of the old world and expressed his appreciation for the 
religious freedom and toleration enjoyed in America.
53
  
Another factor which constrained the conservative character of the Protestant 
Episcopal Church was that the clergy had to acknowledge the laity as an equal 
partner in decision-making. This was in accord with the republican spirit of the 
times, which had affected the institutions of government as well as the church. In 
addition, laymen became the chief source of financial support for the Protestant 
Episcopal Church.
54
 The fact that the Republican Party was particularly strong in 
Virginia and in some parts of Maryland made Anglican clergymen in this region 
adopt some of the main features in the Republican agenda. As shown in the first 
section, they were reluctant to condemn French Jacobinism. The Republican leader, 
Thomas Jefferson, was renowned for his admiration for French principles and French 
                                                 
51
 John Mercer, Oration Delivered on the 4
th
 of July, pp. 8-14.  
52
 John Bracken, The Duty of giving Thanks for National Blessings. A Sermon, preached in the Parish 
Church of Bruton, Williamsburg; on Thursday February 19
th
, 1795 (Richmond, Va.: Thomas 
Nicolson, 1795), pp. 16-17.  
53
 Mercer, Oration Delivered on the 4
th
 of July, 1792, pp. 16-17.  
54
 Duke, Observations on the Present State of Religion in Maryland, p. 22. 
 220 
culture. A clash of ideas between lay Republicans and Anglican clergy in the 
Chesapeake would have eventually diminished the numerical and financial strength 
of the ‘Protestant Episcopal Church’.  
The different character that the former colonial Church of England had 
acquired in a republican environment after the War of Independence is best 
illustrated by a short comparison between its political rhetoric and that of the 
established Church in England in the 1790s. The latter mounted a strongly 
conservative rhetoric against Jacobinism and political radicalism, as soon as the 
intensely violent phase of the French revolution started. In contrast, in Virginia and 
in Maryland, the Protestant Episcopal Church went so far as to make allowances for 
the violence in France. In 1792 Mercer totally repudiated the belief in the divine 
origin of government. He endorsed the ‘divine Rights of Man’, while he disapproved 
of the divine rights of kings, which he considered a cause of evil in the past. A belief 
in progress that can be achieved through science and the repudiation of the old world 
superstition made Mercer consider any king as ‘no more than man’. At the same 
time, he admired the French for embodying these ideals, and stepping in what he 
perceived to be the liberal path of freedom and truth.
55
   
In the 1790s, the Protestant Episcopal Church in the Chesapeake had not only 
lost its conservative influence on the thought of the laity, but it was subject to debate 
about whether it had any great influence at all. This situation was frequently 
lamented in the sermons of its leaders. In a 1791 ‘Address to the Convention of the 
Protestant Episcopal Church in Virginia’, Bishop James Madison of Virginia 
deplored the ‘want of that fervent, Christian zeal’ and the ‘indifference of the Laity’. 
The problems that mainly occupied him were the expansion of evangelicalism and 
the internal decay of the Episcopal Church. Although bishops at all ages generally 
reminded to ministers that they had to behave according to the moral standards of 
their profession, the deteriorated situation of the Church, to which Madison referred, 
seemed real and alarming. He stated that ‘the communicants, in too many Parishes, 
are not as numerous as formerly’. He referred to ‘the decadence of religion’, ‘the 
declension of the Church’, and to the ‘inefficacy of the ministerial labours’. He urged 
his clergy to be ‘an example of the believers, in word, in conversation, in charity, in 
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spirit, in faith, in Purity’ and to imitate the evangelical style of preaching. He 
admitted that ‘we have lost too many members of the Church by the cold method of 
reading sermons, and by not preaching in a manner sufficiently Evangelical.’
56
  
One of the main features of churchgoing that Madison thought was neglected 
was psalmody. The proper attention to it would have rendered Episcopalian church 
services akin to the evangelical ones in form. Given the enormous success of 
evangelical preachers in the 1780s and 1790s, it is not surprising that Madison 
suggested this remedy in order to improve the quality of church services. Madison 
also addressed himself to the laity. He emphasised the fact that virtue sustains a 
republic and that religion is the best means to promote it, because its action is 
preventive, when compared to civil laws, which operation on people’s morals is 
penal. But Madison did not refer only to the instructional role of religion. He stressed 
the divine origin of Christian faith and underlined the fact that Apostles and 
ministers, as their successors, were entitled with the task of transmitting God’s will 
to the believers. In stating this, Madison had again the evangelicals in mind. The 
latter believed that the interposition of the clergy was not necessary to the 
understanding of God’s will and that each person could reach God by means of his 
own mental powers and through personal faith. This belief had led to the 
multiplication of self-appointed evangelical preachers, who never sought Episcopal 
ordination. In ending his address to the Convention, Madison implored the laity to 
support financially the Church ‘in the proportion, which the law formerly 
prescribed’. That was indispensable for the continued existence of the Church at a 
time when it received no assistance from the state.
57
        
In 1795, the Reverend William Duke described a similar picture for the 
Protestant Episcopal Church in Maryland. He lamented the indifference and lack of 
discipline exhibited by its ministers and congregations. He thought that the constant 
pursuit of pecuniary emoluments by the clergy prevented them from developing the 
religious zeal suited to their professions. As a result, the Bible was considered merely 
a tool for moral instruction, whereas the divine authority of the Christian religion 
was never taught or expounded. As with Madison, Duke argued that Episcopalians 
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should imitate in form of worship the evangelicals, so that they exhibit a proper 
understanding of the tenets of their faith. He then ascribed the growth of Methodism 
and Baptism in Maryland to the lethargy that characterised the Protestant Episcopal 
Church. Duke chose, nevertheless, to close his account of the state of religion in 
Maryland in an optimistic tone, albeit a reserved one. He noted that the sense of self-
preservation led several congregations ‘to perform the duties of public worship, as if 
they expected to derive some benefit from its glorious observance and consequently 
they become more compact and more able to repel an assault’. But, he also stated 
that ‘experience does not encourage us to expect greater amendment in general’.
58
 
It seems that at the end of the decade the condition of the Episcopal Church 
had not improved much. Madison complained about the apathy and lethargy in the 
Church. He stressed the need for a good organisation of the vestries, including them 
being acquainted with the laws of the church and appointing worthy parsons to 
officiate in the parishes. In addition, Madison pointed to the problem of the ruined 
state church buildings and urged vestries to arrange for their repair. Moreover, he 
stressed the need to support the ministers financially on a regular basis, since there 
had been difficulties in the collection of subscriptions for them. Then, he referred to 
the problem of unsuitable or profligate ministers. He indicated that a well-educated 
clergyman would not use methods to excite fanaticism, as the evangelicals did, and 
that the vestries should find the means to remove unworthy clergymen. In closing his 
sermon, Madison emphasised the instructional role of religion and the importance of 
cultivating the piety of the people in order to arrest the spirit of irreligion, immorality 
and profaneness that was prevalent in his day. At the end of the 1790s, the problems 
that preoccupied Madison were related to the internal deterioration of the church, but 
also to the laity’s general indifference towards religion and to the expansion of 
evangelical modes of worshipping. He concentrated his efforts on motivating the 
laity to take proper heed of ecclesiastical affairs and to provide effective 
management through the vestry system.
59
 The increased participation of the laity in 
Episcopal Church administration, but also the spread of deism and evangelicalism 
were worrying traits of the times reflected in sermons by the leaders of the church.    
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In America in the 1790s, Methodism, developing from within the Anglican 
fold, seemed to have replaced Episcopal Protestantism in the urban centres of the 
east coast. Along with the other evangelical denominations it competed in the quest 
for souls against the spread of deism.
60
 Significantly, the spread of deism and 
Methodism in the Chesapeake affected the religious beliefs of prominent Anglicans, 
such as Thomas Jefferson and Thomas John Claggett, the first bishop of Maryland, 
respectively. William Duke was another clergyman in Maryland who was a former 
Methodist itinerant. He was ordained by Bishop Samuel Seabury. A major factor 
which induced him to convert to Anglicanism was the shortage of means on which 
itinerants were forced to subsist.
61
 In 1795, in describing the relationship between 
evangelicals and Episcopalians, his writings reveal a liking for the ways of the latter. 
He claimed:  
This worldly and irreligious disposition [of Episcopal 
clergymen] does not avow any dislike of Christianity; rather 
it would seem to wish mighty well to it, and promote its 
interest in a ‘rational way!’ Hence a proposition directly 
tending to the spiritual advantage of the church startles and 
disturbs them; … in the character of prudent and rational 
friends of Christianity, they counteract its vital efforts, and 
avail themselves of the confidence reported in them to 




In Virginia and in Maryland, the Church of England had never been a ‘high’ 
church, strongly conservative in nature. After the end of the American War of 
Independence it became even more liberal in outlook, since its circumstances of 
financial dependence on the laity compelled the adoption of republican political 
ideas, as expressed by the local elite. It lost the support of the state, and, challenged 
by the rise of deism, Methodism, and evangelicalism in the region, it sustained a 
further decline in its power and influence.
63
 As was shown in the previous sections, it 
failed to articulate a conservative political rhetoric that could have influenced the 
Anglican laity, for example towards a possible opposition to the anarchy in France.  
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Thomas Jefferson and the Presidential Election of 1800   
 
Federalists presented atheism and irreligion as imminent dangers to American 
society and politics of the 1790s. As noted above, these were propaganda tools, and 
one easy target was Thomas Jefferson. He had embraced an unpopular cause, namely 
that of the French Revolution, and his personality bore some traits, which made him 
a unique individual: his religious beliefs were obscure, philosophy was one of his 
main interests, he believed in the merits of pure democratic societies and he had a 
refined, cultured taste according to eighteenth-century American standards.
64
 The 
attacks against him vividly illustrate the anxieties that occupied Federalists 
throughout the 1790s, while the personal characteristics of Jefferson exhibit the 
gradual liberalisation of American society and thought during the revolutionary and 
post-revolutionary times. His deist inclinations and admiration for France, as well as 
the following that he commanded, demonstrate the declining influence of traditional 
institutions and patterns of thought in America at the end of the eighteenth-century. 
Since 1793, when Jefferson’s clash with Hamilton started, Federalists, with 
the help of New England theologians, had persistently portrayed him as an atheist 
and a violent rebel of the worst kind. Jefferson’s unconventional religious beliefs and 
his boundless admiration for the French Revolution and its ideas provided the 
supporting evidence – though not the cause – for the propaganda mounted against 
him by his enemies. The slander against Jefferson was reiterated at crucial moments 
of national importance, such as the presidential election of 1796 and – to a much 
larger extent – that of 1800. Federalist leaders in New England and the middle 
colonies, themselves members of the local political and social elite, harnessed to 
their cause a host of newspapers in such a way that they systematically attacked the 
Republicans, as their political enemies, and Jefferson in particular, as their leader. 
The fear was raised that he would become a Napoleon Bonaparte, while his sexual 
life, his credibility in business enterprises, and his competence as a politician were all 
questioned.
65
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Given that New England had a long-standing tradition of religious 
controversy and intolerance, Federalist politicians and the clergy there employed 
Calvinist doctrines, anxieties and fears to vilify Jefferson. The sincere revulsion of 
common people against atheism and their distrust of any person, whose faith was 
questionable, were exploited to serve the Federalist cause. By twisting the meaning 
of Jefferson’s writings and actions, he was unquestionably pronounced an atheist. 
His remarks in the Notes on the State of Virginia (1787) were misrepresented to 
mean that he had challenged some of the foundations of Christian doctrine, such as 
the deluge as an historical fact, the Christian calculations of the age of the earth, the 
brotherhood of man, the idea of the ‘chosen people’, the use of teaching the Bible to 
school children, and the belief in one God. More specifically, such comments as that 
on the physical differences between white and black people and the famous 
statement, that ‘it does me no injury for my neighbour to say there are twenty gods, 
or no god. It neither picks my pocket nor breaks my leg’, were received as a 
refutation of the idea of the brotherhood of man and as a mark of irreligion. Not only 
Jefferson’s writings, but also some of his actions were distorted, such as the occasion 
on which he attended a public reception in Fredericksburg on a Sunday. This was 
used as a proof for the claim that he had no appreciation of the Sabbath.
66
   
In 1800, Calvinist clergymen argued that the election of Jefferson, a French 
admirer, as President would place America on the same foot with France to the effect 
that the United States would be treated unfavourably by other nations. Moreover, 
Federalist propagandists claimed that such a choice for president would have a 
negative effect on the morals and religion of the people, since it would be conducive 
to social disorder, irreverence and depravity. They even accused Jefferson of desiring 
the destruction of Christianity. Jefferson’s support for the anti-clerical phase of the 
French Revolution, his admiration for Thomas Paine’s deist work, The Age of 
Reason and his initiation of the separation of church and state in Virginia were used 
as proof of his un-Christian attitudes. Believing in an hierarchical ecclesiastical and 
civil polity of divine origin, Calvinist clergymen even went so far as arguing that 
God would be displeased if an un-Christian president would be elected. Calvinist 
divines believed that the purpose of government was the exaltation of God’s honour 
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and reasoned that, in this case, there was no room for a deist or an atheist in any 
governmental or other public post. The same set of attacks against Jefferson included 
the presumption that, because of his interest in natural philosophy and abstract 
learning, he was unfit for office. In the mind of orthodox, Calvinist clergymen, 
involvement with abstract, theoretical thinking – and what is more, with French 
philosophers - unmistakably signified the adoption of French revolutionary ideals in 
their most violent form. In this sense, Calvinist theologians were appalled that 




Furthermore, the ‘Mazzei letter’, namely a letter written by Jefferson in 1796 
to the Italian agent Philip Mazzei, became one of the main tools of the Federalist 
propaganda. On the basis of this letter, wherein Jefferson criticised Federalists for 
what he perceived to be their aristocratic, pro-English opinions, Jefferson was 
portrayed by his enemies as not only anti-Engish, but also dangerously pro-French in 
his sentiments. This was received as a vile attack on Washington and as further 
testimony to Jefferson’s double-dealing, since he had praised Washington in his 
speech to the Senate as soon as he took up the office of Vice-President in March 
1797. From inferences such as these, it was concluded that disaster, civil war and 
ruin would befall America, were Thomas Jefferson ever to be elected President. 
Jefferson would remodel the country according to French systems and practices and, 
hence, civil war was inevitable since pious Christians and patriots would revolt in 
order to resist such a prospect. The inescapable result would be the summoning of 
foreign troops, namely Napoleon’s veterans, to assist the Jeffersonians in their 
bloody struggle, which would end in the slaughter of widows and orphans. And then, 
in the same way that Napoleon Bonaparte emerged as a military dictator from the 
factional warmongering during the French Revolution, Jefferson would not be far 
from doing the same. His hostility, and even his intention to subvert the government, 
was presumed by his opposition to the constitution, as well as to the suppression of 
the Whiskey Rebellion, Jay’s Treaty with Britain and the funding system of the 
public debt. The end product would be the formation of a country, on the French 
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model, wherein the social elite was decimated, and religion, industry and commerce 
were extinguished.
68
      
The attacks on Jefferson’s religious views and his personal morality were 
continued after the election of 1800, while he was in office as President. Various 
incidents, such as the appointment of Samuel Bishop, who had a deist son, to a 
public office in Connecticut, his continued friendship with Thomas Paine and the 
latter’s return to the United States, his admiration for the works of William Godwin, 
who had very liberal ideas on religion and marriage, and his supposed adulterous 
sexual relationships were used as evidence to support arguments pointing out 
Jefferson’s baneful influence on public morals.
69
  
Jefferson’s religious beliefs were informed by his optimistic view of human 
nature. He believed that Christian doctrines are the means by which humans to attain 
the perfection of their characters. He believed that the purpose of Jesus Christ was to 
teach humanity morality so that mankind can govern themselves without being 
subject to prejudices or authoritative establishments. In a similar vein, Jefferson 




Apart from his ideas on the French Revolution and on religion, Jefferson’s 
views on slavery represented another point of controversy during the campaign for 
the election of 1800. His remark in the Notes on Virginia that he hoped for the 
emancipation of slaves and his stated support for universal suffrage aroused fears 
that his plan was the enfranchisement of free blacks. He was charged with intending 
to destroy the kind of property which formed the foundations of the economy in the 
south and it was claimed that his policies would lead to a slave insurrection in the 
manner of that in Saint Domingue.
71
  
At that point, Jefferson seems to have become an easy scapegoat amidst the 
general anxiety expressed by the landed elite of Virginia in the 1790s that the slave 
rebellion in the French colony of Saint Domingue would agitate the minds of black 
slaves in the southern American colonies and encourage them to break their own 
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shackles. The insurrection in Haiti started in 1791 and evolved by 1804 into the 
creation of the first free and independent black republic, the Haitian Republic. Of 
course, this fear was not unfounded since black slaves in Virginia could have learned 
from and been influenced by the French and the Haitian revolutions through several 
communication networks. For example, by 1793, white refugees from St. Domingue 
arrived in Virginia, accompanied by their slaves who, despite, their difference in 
culture with local black people, could have influenced the latter’s perception of their 
own condition through the accounts of their experiences. With Gabriel’s conspiracy 
in the spring and summer of 1800, white fears seemed to have materialized. Two 
‘Frenchmen’, possibly used in a metaphorical sense, reportedly participated in the 
plan in a way that ‘frenchness’ and the idea of liberty associated with it had inspired 
not only white Democratic-Republicans, but also black slaves.
72
 It becomes 
understandable then that during the election of 1800, Federalists considered the 
French influence responsible not only for the actions of their adversaries, but also for 
those of the slave population and they began to perceive a possibly imminent alliance 
between the two groups.
73
 
The smear on Jefferson during the campaign for the presidential election of 
1800 was calculated to be disturbing to every pious, religious person. Jefferson’s 
admiration for French values, philosophy and culture led to him being branded as a 
‘revolutionary’ and a ‘Jacobin’. By association, he was portrayed as an atheist, an 
enemy to religion, someone who portended only evil for the souls of the American 
citizens.
74
 The Federalist attack against him was the culmination of conservative 
Calvinist rhetoric which had been developing since the beginning of the 1790s. 
Jefferson personified all those evils the growth of which in American society 
Federalists wanted to check. Despite the widespread propagation of Federalist 
anxieties, the victory of Democratic-Republicans in the elections of 1800 and 1804 
demonstrate the change that had occurred in American political thought. Traditional 
institutions and patterns of thought no longer seemed attractive, while established 
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The Church of England in the mother country had developed the organizational 
structure that permitted it to respond successfully to its critics. It was distinguished 
for its vigour with bishops supporting the government at times of crisis, while the 
latter performed service to the church through favourable legislation. Moreover, the 
church at the mother country benefited by diligent clerical supervision of the clergy, 
who, in turn, were university educated and managed to be proved worthy pastors of 
their congregations. The Evangelical movement within the church provided another 
source of vigour, since they stressed the need for moral uprightness and were 
enemies of clerical indifference in pastoral matters. In addition, the Anglican Church 
was prominent in the life of the parishioners with the administration of poor relief 
programs, local schools and missionary work. These features of the alliance between 
church and state in the mother country became evident at the times of crisis during 
the American and French Revolutions. During the last decades of the eighteenth 
century, Britain was also threatened by wars with Holland, Spain and France, but 
also unrest in Ireland and the struggle of dissenters to repeal the Test and 
Corporation Acts. During this period, the Church of England clergy tried to 
emphasize their role as providing stability to the regime, by placing emphasis - in 
their public pronouncements - on the divine origin of government, the importance of 
due submission to social hierarchy and government and the supremacy of law and 
legislature. Moreover, they called for moral restraint and stressed the role that 
religion played in the reformation of manners. At this juncture, the latitudinarian 
William Paley was alone in examining the secular origins of political authority and 
obligation.  
In contrast, the Anglican Church in Virginia and Maryland struggled with 
structural failures and problems pertinent to the American geography and ethnic 
composition. The absence of a resident bishop, the diverse ethnic origins of the 
colonials, as well as the existence of large numbers of slaves and Indians, together 
with the great extent of the parishes, rendered the task of colonial ministers 
extremely difficult. These features, coupled with the weak power of the commissary, 
the absence of ecclesiastical courts and the salary disputes that emerged between the 
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colonial laity and the clergy weakened the standing of the Church of England in the 
colonies of the Chesapeake Bay.  
Despite the diligence of some clergymen, the Anglican Church in the 
Chesapeake failed to bring large numbers of converts into its fold and to gain, 
therefore, a firm footing on the American soil. As a result, it took the form of an 
institution which was more appealing to the elite of seaboard towns along the east 
American coast, than to those of a low social background or to those residing in the 
backcountry. Among the former, however, there were numerous examples of piety 
and devotion which exhibit a true attachment to the ideals of Anglican civil theology. 
Moreover, the religio-political theory of freedom of human will and responsibility 
for one’s actions, as well as the doctrines of passive obedience and non-resistance, 
were espoused by Anglican theologians in the colonies. For them, Anglicanism 
represented the only set of beliefs that could foster social deference and harmony. 
Nevertheless, the great power that local elites acquired within the colonial church 
establishment of Virginia and Maryland, through their activities in the vestries, 
prevented Anglican clergymen from developing an independent stance which would 
have allowed them to influence public opinion in the colonies in a staunchly 
conservative way. The latter felt obliged to identify their interests with those of their 
lay patrons, since the vestries in Virginia and the proprietor in Maryland had the 
ultimate authority in the selection and induction of a minister.  
The campaign for the establishment of a bishop in the colonies in the 1760s is 
an example of the weak political influence that the Church of England exerted in the 
new world. From the outset, met stiff opposition from dissenters. They identified 
ecclesiastical authority with the British political measures against the colonies to the 
effect that the political administration in England was reluctant to provide adequate 
support to the scheme. In the colonies, the lay-dominated church was not willing to 
accommodate any interference in its affairs, while the ministers, inevitably 
influenced by local, popular sentiments, could not muster support for a colonial 
bishop or for the loyalist cause.  
In this way, due to the fact that the Church of England was - in many respects 
– weak in the colonies, Anglican clergymen failed to stem the revolutionary tide that 
swept the region in mid-eighteenth century. There are elements, however, of 
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Anglican political thought in the arguments voiced by the statesmen of the new 
nation in Virginia and in Maryland. Such ideas as the perception of society as an 
organic whole, the propriety of elite rule, the power of traditional authorities to 
promote public virtue, the right to depose a monarch - when he acted in an 
unconstitutional way – the reverence for the law and the importance of moderate and 
peaceful demeanour were cherished by Anglicans at both sides of the Atlantic.  
During the war of independence itself, around forty per cent of the ministers 
chose to adopt a stance of political neutrality. In an effort to offend neither side, 
loyalist ministers, in particular, avoided the expression of their political opinions. In 
the colonies of the Chesapeake Bay, Anglican ministers did not withdraw completely 
from the public scene, because the majority of them sided with the patriots. As a 
result, they tried to appreciate the positive aspects of disestablishment and adopted 
the patriot arguments for taking up arms against Britain, such as the conviction that it 
was their duty to oppose the monarch when he acted unconstitutionally.  
Regarding, lay attitudes towards the war of Independence and the political re-
organisation of America after Independence, many patriots, influenced by British 
culture, had conservative inclinations. In this sense, they decided to declare 
independence, only after they became convinced that the political authorities in 
Britain would not respond to their complaints. Given that many patriots had studied 
or stayed for extended periods of time in Britain and that they considered it as their 
cultural home, it becomes understandable that they were reluctant to rise up against 
it. As they claimed, their aim was to reinstitute the principles of the British 
constitution in its original purity. In this sense, they did not advocate democratic 
principles in the first state constitutions with the result that property qualifications for 
office-holding, instead of universal manhood suffrage, were reinstated. Anglican 
ministers in the colonies of the Chesapeake Bay did not manage to stem the 
revolutionary tide in their region, due to the weaknesses of their church. 
Nevertheless, the cultural affinity of patriots with Britain - a part of which was their 
religion - made them adopt such conservative ideas, as the rule of the learned and 
virtuous elite, as supported by the doctrines of the Church of England and its highly 
ceremonial form of worship. Besides, the alliance of church and state in the British 
political system led a large group of statesmen in the American republic to advocate 
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state-supported religion. At the same time, long-established colonial practices, such 
as the heavy involvement of the laity in church affairs, were re-instated when the 
Anglican Church was re-organised in the aftermath of the American Revolution. In 
the 1780s, bishoprics were introduced in America, but the powers of the incumbent 
were clearly defined and restricted.  
The influence of Anglican civil theology can also be observed at the debates 
on the Federal constitution. The Anglican appreciation of elite rule had an impact on 
Anti-federalist support of state and local authority, within which the elite could exert 
its power. Moreover, Anti-federalists advocated bicameralism, religious tests and the 
circulation of ideas within a small group of learned friends. Through these channels, 
they believed that the ignorance of the lower social strata could be reined. Moreover, 
the Anglican appreciation of the rule of law influenced the Anti-federalist support of 
a Bill of Rights. Regarding Federalist thinking, the Anglican support of elite rule had 
an impact on the Federalists’ arguments in favour of a system of ‘filtration of talent’, 
through which only the learned and culturally refined would obtain high political 
offices. The Anglican theory of the ‘great chain of being’, according to which society 
consisted of men of unequal abilities, of whom only the elite was best suited to rule - 
because of its education and refinement - had left its stamp on the thought of leading 
Anglican Federalists. Besides, the establishmentarian nature of Anglicanism 
encouraged Federalists to advocate the use of governmental institutions for the 
cultivation of virtue in society and the suppression of factions. The containment of 
lawlessness itself was also an ideal cherished by Anglicans, since they were firm 
supporters of moderate conduct.  
The attitudes of the Anglican clergy and laity towards the French Revolution 
further depict, however, the Americanization of the Protestant Episcopal Church in 
the states of the Chesapeake Bay and its inability to exert a conservative influence on 
the political thought of the laity. While Anglican theologians in England fiercely 
denounced the excesses of the French Revolution as early as 1793 and emphasized 
the need for social control and submission to the traditional authorities, their 
counterparts in Virginia and Maryland criticised French violence only after 1796 and 
in a less vigorous tone. In the same vein, the Anglican laity mildly criticized French 
aggression or tried to condone it. They appreciated the French struggle against 
 234 
popery and the institutions of the old regime and, while they attacked anarchy in 
America in the 1790s, they thought that the French were guided by divine 
Providence. It becomes evident, then, Anglican public opinion in the Chesapeake bay 
was strongly influenced by the patriotic discourse advanced by the Democratic-
Republican party. The severance of every tie between the Anglican Church in the 
region and the British monarch, as well as, in an era of disestablishment of the 
church, the inevitable identification of interests between the Anglican clergy and 
laity, who provided the financial support of the church, help explain the marked 
difference in the political rhetoric adopted by Anglicans in America and in England. 
As a result, even the devout Anglican, John Page, favoured disestablishment of the 
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